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In dit proefschrift stellen we een theoretisch kader voor om 
cinematografie te onderzoeken. We bestuderen empirisch de rol van de 
cinematograaf in het maken van verhalende beelden voor een narratieve 
film. Onze focus ligt op de eigenschappen van de visuele vertelling van 
een fictiefilm en de perceptie ervan. Het onderzoek naar 
praktijkgerichte kennis over het belang van cinematografie en de 
invloed ervan op de participatie van de kijker zijn nieuwe 
aandachtspunten binnen het domein van filmonderzoek. We kunnen 
cinematografie omschrijven als de kunst van visuele expressie die het 
publiek al fascineert sinds het ontstaan van de film. De verhalende 
beelden van een fictiefilm zijn gecreëerd om ondubbelzinnig begrepen 
te worden. Ons uitgangspunt is dat de cinematografische expressie 
dient om visueel te vertellen en een conversatie voert met de kijker. 
Cinematografie werd beoefend vanaf de eerste dagen van het maken 
van fictiefilms. Deze nieuwe cinematografische expressie was een taak 
voor een nieuw beroep: de cinematograaf. De kerntaak van een 
cinematograaf is het verhaal te vertellen met bewegende beelden 
(A.S.C ., 2013, p. 3). Tot op heden begrijpt men echter de verbeeldende 
kracht van cinematografie niet goed. Vittorio Storaro (1995) definieert 
cinematografie als schrijven met licht. Desondanks wordt 
cinematografie verward met filmische techniek. In dit proefschrift 
zullen we argumenteren dat cinematografie verhalend schrijven is door 
middel van bewegende beelden die het cinematografische discours met 
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de kijker mogelijk maakt. Ons denkkader situeert zich op de keten van 
expressie en perceptie, namelijk de cinematografische expressie 
resulteert in de visuele vertelling van de film en bewerkstelligt het 
cinematografische discours met de kijker. Dit leidt ons tot het verder 
onderzoeken van de visuele vertelling van een fictiefilm, hoe we een 
verschil dienen te maken tussen de dramatische actie van een filmscript 
en het visuele drama van de shots. We zullen argumenteren dat er twee 
betekenisvolle lagen zijn. Ten eerste zijn er de inhoud en de actie van 
het verhaal; de tweede laag bekomt men door het oog te leiden, dit kan 
mede bepalend zijn voor hoe de kijker het verhaal zal ervaren. 
We bewandelen twee onderzoekspaden, het eerste om een 
theoretisch kader te ontwikkelen waarin we de rol dat cinematografie 
speelt in het cinematografische discours met de kijker definiëren. Ten 
tweede onderzoeken we de rol van de cinematograaf tijdens een 
filmproductie. Heel breed geponeerd stellen we twee vragen: “Wat is 
cinematografie?” en “Wat is de rol van de cinematograaf?”  
Het theoretisch kader dat we in deze dissertatie ontwikkelen, 
maakt duidelijk hoe cinematografie zich uitdrukt door veranderende 
vorm en inhoud. De eerste drie theoretische hoofdstukken gaan na hoe 
we inzicht kunnen verwerven in de verhalende cinematografische 
elementen. We beschrijven drie theoretische modellen. In het eerste 
model definiëren we de term visual narrative construct. Het definieert 
de visuele vorm van het shot en de perceptie ervan, de intentie van de 
betekenis die de cinematograaf aan de beelden geeft. Een 
cinematograaf gebruikt materiaal om een filmische ruimte te creëren. 
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Hij/zij beschikt over een ruime gereedschapskist met lichtprojectoren, 
lenzen, dolly’s, kranen, … De andere elementen van een filmset, zoals 
de opgemaakte acteurs in een aangekleed decor, worden opgesteld voor 
de lens. Zo creëert hij/zij de visuele compositie van een shot dat een 
deel van het verhaal vertelt. In deze dissertatie zullen we aangeven hoe 
de onzichtbare techniek van de cinematograaf de betekenis van de 
visuele beelden zichtbaar maakt. We zullen aantonen dat kader, 
aandacht en filmische ruimte de kenmerken zijn van de visueel 
vertellende constructie van een shot. De filmische techniek, zo zullen 
we zien, heeft een oorzakelijk verband met deze filmische kenmerken.  
Het tweede theoretische model bekijkt hoe een fictiefilm visueel 
vertelt. We definiëren welke rol de visuele narratieve constructie krijgt, 
door de montage van shots, in de vertelling. We argumenteren dat door 
de causaliteit van ruimte en tijd de kijker een positie en een kijkrichting 
heeft in de filmische ruimte. Zo creëert de cinematograaf shots met 
personages en gebeurtenissen die zich afspelen in een filmische ruimte 
waarin de kijker participeert vanuit een specifiek en veranderlijk 
gezichtspunt. We definiëren de veranderlijke gezichtspunten van de 
kijker in analogie met de literaire vertelling, namelijk eerste, tweede en 
derde persoon. De connectie van de visueel narratieve constructies van 
de shots door montage tijdens de projectie verbindt de vier categorieën 
van continuïteit namelijk: inhoud, positie, beweging en tijd. We zullen 
argumenteren dat deze sequentie van shots een verwantschap heeft met 
de visuele psychologie van het verhaal. Zo kunnen we de constructie 
van de visuele verhaallijn benoemen. 
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Het derde model onderzoekt en definieert het cinematografisch 
discours met de kijker. Verhalende beelden hebben een verteller nodig 
en een luisteraar. Hoe beelden begrepen worden is belangrijk. Weeral 
zijn tijd en ruimte de basiselementen maar nu bekijken we hoe het 
begrepen wordt door de kijker. Het model geeft ons analytische 
terminologie om de participatie van de kijker met de film te kunnen 
benoemen. We baseren ons gedeeltelijk op een theorie vanuit 
antropologie: Proxemics, benoemd door Hall (1968), aangaande de 
spatiale communicatie tussen mensen. De afstand in de filmische 
ruimte tussen de kijker en tussen de karakters kan nu begrepen worden 
als de drager van dramatische connotaties met een spreidingsbreedte 
van intiem tot publiek. In combinatie met de betekenis van de 
gezichtspunten die zich situeren tussen eerste persoon en derde persoon 
kunnen we gedeeltelijk de perceptie en de participatie van de kijker 
definiëren en benoemen.  
Deze drie modellen tezamen bieden ons een theoretisch kader 
om de kracht van de visuele vertelling en de participatie van de kijker 
te onderzoeken en analyseren. Aan de hand van casestudies illustreren 
we de theorie verder in het empirische gedeelte. Zo stellen we een 
alternatief onderzoeksterrein voor binnen de filmstudies. Met name de 
bijdrage van cinematografie aan de narratieve film. 
  “Hoe reageren mensen op visuele beelden?”, is een 
empirische vraag, maar hedendaagse onderzoeken naar kijkgedrag zijn 
gekenmerkt door terughoudendheid om empirische methodes te 
hanteren. (Prince, 2012, p.72). We hebben experimenten ontworpen en 
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uitgevoerd om het engagement van de kijker met de beelden empirisch 
te onderzoeken om na te gaan hoe cinematografie het cinematografisch 
discours beïnvloedt. Meer specifiek: hoe de cinematografische 
expressie de emotionele betekenis en het engagement van de kijker met 
de fictiefilm kan versterken. 
Bijkomend wil dit onderzoek, aan de hand van casestudies, de 
historische rol van de cinematograaf toelichten. In het empirische luik 
brengen we 5 artikelen samen met als doel onze kennis over de rol van 
de cinematograaf te verbreden in de visuele vertelling. Indien we de 
taak van de cinematograaf beschrijven als de uitvoerder van de wil van 
de regisseur en zo zijn status op hetzelfde niveau als dat van een 
technieker plaatsen, heeft dat ook academische gevolgen. In filmstudies 
heeft alleen de regisseur de status van auteur verkregen. Dit heeft tot 
gevolg dat de kennis van de cinematografisch praktijk niet 
gedocumenteerd, noch geanalyseerd wordt. De complexiteit van een 
filmproductie in al haar facetten, heeft het nog uitdagender gemaakt om 
dit onderwerp helder te kunnen onderzoeken. Tevens bestaat er in de 
historische context zeer weinig evidentie over de impact van de 
cinematografie en haar bijdrage aan de cinema. Ook hier verlaten we de 
traditionele paden en passen we methodes toe om de kloof tussen de 
praktijk van de cinematograaf en het academische veld te dichten. We 
zullen argumenteren dat de historische evolutie van de 
cinematografische expressie doorgegeven, aangeleerd en 
heruitgevonden wordt van generatie op generatie. Zoals Storaro stelt 
“As a generation of cinematographers, we represent all the 
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cinematographers that have gone before us. We are at the present 
moment because of all the work that has been done up to now.” 
(Storaro, 1982, p.21) 
Daarom zullen we de tot op heden onontvankelijk verklaarde 
verwezenlijkingen van vele interdisciplinaire artiesten die instrumenteel 
waren voor het ontwikkelingen van de cinematografische kunst 
gedurende de 20ste eeuw beknopt beschrijven. We focussen op twee 
grote cinematografen, Gregg Toland en Gordon Willis, uit het verleden 
om aan te tonen dat zij en hun werk volwaardige studieonderwerpen 
zijn. Deze bevindingen dragen bij tot de literatuur en verduidelijken de 
rol van de cinematograaf. Het argument dat zij/hij een technieker is, zal 
onwaar blijken. Het belangrijkste doel echter, is om te communiceren, 
analyseren en instrueren over de verwezenlijkingen van cinematografen.  
If we fail to redefine our special role as artists with technological 
tools we will forever lose our place as visual artists. Our 
greatness, our emotionally moving images created from the soul 
and heart of the individual artist is at stake. Our history will be 
gone forever. (Neyman, interview, IMAGO251120121) 
Deze dissertatie wijst op de overweldigende opportuniteit voor 
verder onderzoek. De theorie en het empirische luik zullen hopelijk ook 
de verenigingen van cinematografen meer slagkracht geven om hun 
argumenten aangaande het behoud van autoriteit over de beelden die ze 





het huidige debat over de vertellingskracht van cinematografie en we 
hopen uiteraard dat het cinematografen argumenten aanreikt in hun 
strijd om auteursrechten te bekomen voor de films waar zij aan 
meewerken. De resultaten van dit onderzoek kunnen de academische 
wereld tevens inspireren om te schrijven over cinematografie en 
studenten te onderwijzen over de historische bijdrage van 
cinematografen. 








The storytelling power of cinematography is little understood 
outside the practice of filmmakers. Therefore, to research the 
experiential knowledge of the workings of cinematography and its 
perception by the viewer is a novel contribution to the field of film 
studies. Vittorio Storaro (1995) describes cinematography as writing 
with light but in general cinematography is confused with cinematic 
technique. During this dissertation, we will argue that cinematography 
writes the story visually in motion, to be perceived by the viewer. Two 
pathways will be followed: one is to develop the theoretical framework 
to understand the impact of cinematography and the other is to describe 
the role of a cinematographer during film production. Very broadly put 
it answers two questions: What is cinematography? What is the role of 
the cinematographer? 
Visual storytelling contains three distinct but overlapping 
components: namely, the visual indicates the use of dynamic visual 
images, the story means narration, and the telling involves a discourse 
with a viewer. We develop three theoretical models that each in part 
can be applied to the different components of the workings of visual 
storytelling The first three theoretical chapters of the dissertation 
examine how we can gain insight into the cinematographic discourse of 
a shot—the visual meaning of the shots— which will be illustrated with 
case-studies in the empirical section. In doing so it proposes an 
alternative area of investigation in the field of film studies: the 
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attribution of cinematography to narrative film. We provide a precise 
terminology for naming the visual aspects of fiction films, which 
should result in a useful basis for discussing the impact of the visual 
narrative on the viewer. In the first model, we will coin new 
terminology to describe the critical concepts: cinematographic 
differentials and the visual narrative construct. A cinematographer 
wields tools to create a cinematic space for each shot, using an 
extensive toolbox that comprises lights, cameras, lenses, dollies, cranes, 
and so on. All other elements of a film set, such as actors, costume, 
make-up and the film location with its props and furniture, are lined up 
in front of the camera to compose the shot that tells a part of the story. 
We will show that the invisible cinematic tools make the meaning clear 
and enable the viewer to see the story through the images. The 
cinematic tools, we will see, characterise the cinematographic 
differentials: frame, attention and cinematic space, that make up the 
visual narrative construct of a shot that after edit will visually carry a 
part of the narrative of the movie. With the second theoretical model 
we show how the fiction film narrates visually. The sequence of the 
narrative constructs of the shots relates to the psychology of the 
narrative. This invites us to look more closely at the visual narration of 
fiction film; how we need to differentiate between the dramatic action 
of the film script and the visual drama of the shots. There are two layers 
of meaning: one is through the content and the action of the story and 
the other is through the guidance of the eye, how the viewer sees the 
story; the cinematographic discourse. The third model researches and 
defines the cinematographic discourse with the viewer. Our focus is on 
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the dual property of visual storytelling: the cinematographic discourse 
and the film participation of the viewer. In this doctoral thesis, we thus 
propose a theoretical framework for researching cinematography. 
Additionally, how people respond to images is an empirical question, 
but contemporary theories of spectatorship are characterized by a 
reluctance to employ empirical modes of investigation (Prince, 2012, 
p.72). We designed experiments to empirically research the 
engagement of the viewer with the visuals and how cinematography 
will influence their film participation. More specifically, how the 
cinematographic expression can influence the emotional meaning and 
the engagement of a viewer with a fiction film. 
In addition to the new analytic terms coined, this study will 
highlight the historic role of the cinematographer in film productions 
by means of case studies. In the empirical section we gather five case 
studies to broaden our understanding of the cinematographer’s role in 
the context of a film production. Consigning the cinematographer's role 
to that of a technician, naming him/her the executor of the director's 
will and vision, has an implication beyond that role; it has academic 
repercussions too. Traditionally in film studies, the director has been 
given the role of author and thus is the sole author of the film. 
Therefore, the experiential knowledge of the cinematographer's practice 
has neither been documented nor analysed. The complexity of film 
production in all its aspects has complicated matters. Neither is there 
much research into the impact of cinematography in its historical 
context, nor a focus on the contributions that cinematographers make to 
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the creation of a fiction film. Again, we depart from the film studies’ 
traditions and employ methodologies that seek to help to bridge the gap 
of understanding between academia and the cinematographer’s practice. 
The historical evolution of the understanding of cinematographic 
expression is passed on from generation to generation. “As a generation 
of cinematographers, we represent all the cinematographers that have 
gone before us. We are at the at the present moment because of all the 
work that has been done up to now” (Storaro , 1982, p.21). The hitherto 
mostly dismissed achievements of many interdisciplinary artists who 
were instrumental for the development of the cinematic art during the 
20th century will be very roughly outlined. We have brought two great 
cinematographers of the past out into the light to demonstrate that they 
and their work are worthwhile subjects of study. The findings add to 
the literature and shed light on the cinematographer’s role; the 
argument that s/he is a technician will be proven false. The main aim is 
to communicate, write and teach about the achievements of 
cinematographers; the information has to be collected, organized and 
spread by scholars. 
If we fail to redefine our special role as artists with technological 
tools we will forever lose our place as visual artists. Our 
greatness, our emotionally moving images created from the soul 
and heart of the individual artist is at stake. Our history will be 
gone forever. (Neyman, email, ICSC552011) 
This dissertation is a very first step in pointing to the abundant 
opportunities for further research. The outcome and results shed light 
The	Emotions	of	a	Lens	
	 xxv	
on the contributions of the work of cinematographers on the film set, 
now and in the past. Together, the theory, the history and the case 
studies will give the cinematographers’ societies more ground to stand 
on and words with which to argue to retain the authorship of their 
images. The outcome of the present study might also help to inspire the 
academic world to write about cinematography and educate film 
students about its historical contributions. It has definitely added to the 
current debate, and we hope it gives fuel and arguments to help to win 
the struggle by the societies in regard to authorship rights for 












































































































































































































In 1982, I was a film student in the Image-Sound-Editing 
department at RITS, School of Arts in Brussels, Belgium. The only 
thing that really captivated me then was adventure and discovery. That 
is why I wanted to become a documentary maker. Photography was an 
early hobby. At age 14, I started a ‘voyage of discovery’ with grey 
tones in my darkroom. In addition to my fascination for this chemical 
miracle that gave rise to the appearance of the image, my focus was 
always on the content as well; on the subject of the picture and the 
frame. I loved the storytelling aspect of the representation of reality. 
Then I saw Wim Wenders’ film Der Stand der Dinge (1982) at the 
local film library. The film about a stranded film crew in Portugal has a 
scene that made an unforgettable impression on me. I never watched 
the movie again but in my recollection the unemployed 
cinematographer muses as he overlooks the sea. He describes the grey 
tones in the landscape as a symbol for emotion. The air is the canvas 
for reflection on the meaning of life. That is the impression that scene 
made on me. After the screening, I walked back home through the 
narrow streets of Antwerp and I was rather amazed. I could not draw 
any conclusions, but my soul was moved although I did not know why. 
In 1983, as I was - by pure coincidence - a light trainee on the set of A 
Strange Love Affair. I had the opportunity to work with the 
cinematographer Henri Alekan, who shot Der stand der Dinge, for six 
weeks on the filmset of A Strange Love Affair (1985).  
Preface	
	 	 	
This experience encouraged me take the next step. 
Cinematography would become my inspiration and source of work and 
study for the rest of my life. No adventures to faraway lands. Whether I 
would often be locked up in small, dark studios or blown away in 
muddy fields, sunburnt on beaches, I would always be looking for 
emotion in all its shades of grey. 
That fascination made me start this research. I want to show that 
that the creative use of cinematographic tools is partly responsible for 
the viewer’s participation in the film’s narrative. My ultimate aim is to 
increase our knowledge in this area. That knowledge is not finite and 
final. It is mainly intended to draw attention to artistic achievements 
within the profession. I strive to achieve a better understanding of the 
practice of filmmaking and especially the role of the cinematographer. I 
seek to create a link between filmmaker and academics, between the 











Leonard Maltin starts his book Behind the Camera: The 
Cinematographer’s Art, published in 1971, with the reflection that 
since film itself was only about 70 years old, film studies were still in 
their infancy at that time. This, he writes, is the reason why some 
aspects of film, for example cinematography, had been ignored or 
poorly treated until then. However, Maltin (1971, pp. 7-8) adds 
optimistically: “Now as we enter the enlightened ‘70s, however, a 
welcome breeze of rationality is drifting into film study. Some of the 
auteur theorists are mellowing and beginning to admit that other people 
were involved in their favourite films, more time is being devoted to 
other people behind the scenes. Best of all, recognition is finally 
coming to the cinematographer”. Unfortunately, during those 
enlightened times this breeze of rationality was not sustained and 
recognition for cinematographers proved to be wishful thinking. 
Sixteen years later, in Cinematographers on the Art and Craft of 
Cinematography, Anna Kate Sterling (1987, p. vii) argued that 
cinematography is the lifeblood of motion pictures but “despite this the 
cinematographer has never received anything approaching the 
recognition given to the director or screenwriter, or, for that matter, 
even the art director”. Sterling also claims that without 
cinematographers there could be no film. So, she asks, why is that so, 
why don’t the cinematographers receive their due? She found an 
answer partly in the theory put forward by Laurence Stallings in the 
October 1937 edition of The Stage that the cameraman is associated 
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with the labouring classes, the technicians; he wields tools and thus 
belongs to the working class. He is not a white-collar worker and is 
therefore several notches below the director, the writer and the art 
director. “He is not perceived of as belonging to the intelligentsia—as 
is the director or the screenwriter—and, therefore, his work is not 
deserving of similar study or praise” (Sterling, 1987, p.ix). The artistic 
authorship is then given solely to the screenwriter or the director for the 
film (Sarris, 1968). The cinematographers and other film crew are thus 
technicians working in a complex hierarchical system doing their duty. 
This is exactly where part of the cinematographer’s problem about their 
neglect in film studies lies. Patrick Keating (2014, p. 1) noted in 2014 
that cinematographers see themselves as artists. “For decades, 
cinematographers have insisted on the artistic nature of their craft”. But 
he then dismisses this qualification as a romantic notion, and proceeds 
to call cinematography a craft. Cinematographers have been called 
many names, such as technicians, craftsmen, artisans, cameramen or 
practitioners, amongst others. This does not reflect how these people 
see themselves (Neubauer, interview, IMAGO251120122). Christopher 
Beach also aims to rectify the neglect of film studies on the topic of 
cinematography. Identifying the problem of auteurism as a mode of 
filmic analysis, he seeks to set the role of the cinematographer in the 
foreground of film production and to challenge the idea of the director 
as the sole author of a film. However, he also cannot bring himself to 





responsible for discovering, inventing, introducing, and improving new 
visual technologies that the director can then apply in the creation of 
cinematic art” (Beach, 2015, p. 1). Again, the director is recognized as 
the creator, and the cinematographer as the sidekick, the technician, the 
craftsman. The discussion around the art versus the craft of 
cinematography, in other words whether the cinematographer is an 
artist or a craftsman, has wider implications than often assumed. Their 
voices have to be heard; to file cinematography away with the label 
technique or craft or any other designation seems a waste of a source of 
knowledge developed over more than 100 years of filmmaking.  
The perspective of this dissertation   
We formulate the research question and rephrase it for the 
different facets of the overall question: What is cinematography? 
Firstly, we ask the following: Can we understand cinematography as a 
storytelling agent? The question will be rephrased for each subsequent 
chapter to allow for a different approach to the problem. The topic is 
located at the crossroads between emotional meaning and technique, 
between sensory material and perception, between narration and film 
participation. Secondly, we ask: Does the cinematographer create 
storytelling images?  
Even though cinematography is itself neither verbal nor literary, 
it is necessary to use words to meet the general goal of the following 
work, which is to describe cinematographic expression. The task of this 
manuscript is to create a theoretical framework within which to 
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research the significance of cinematography in the creation and 
perception of a fiction film. This sets the scene for our investigation, 
finding a ground from which cinematographers can speak and be heard, 
and cinematography can be understood and discussed. The chain of 
expressiveness leads our investigation, the cinematographic expression 
that utters the cinematographic discourse and positions the viewer in 
the fictive world.  
Our position in this dissertation follows the idea that 
cinematographic expression is an important part of the discourse of a 
fiction film. Film is accessed through the senses, and the viewer 
perceives moving images that have to tell a story. We will argue that 
the significance of cinematography is on the storytelling aspect of film, 
and the cinematographer collaborates to tell that story visually. The 
overall framework comprises three theoretical models that each inquire 
into its specific domain: the visual structure of a shot, the visual 
narration, and the cinematographic discourse. It aims to export insights 
from cinematographic practice across into film studies. The chain of 
expressiveness consists of three actions that are performed by three 
actors: the creation of the images by the cinematographer, the 
projection of the film and the perception by the viewer. The first stage 
is the creation of the shots on the film-set that we identify as the 
cinematographic expression of the cinematographer. Then the second 
stage is the projection of the film that narrates, the visual narration. The 
final stage is the perception of that story by the viewer: the 
cinematographic discourse. Our perspective is that images articulate the 
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story visually and thus cinematography speaks, it tells a story to the 
viewer visually. This is the core of visual storytelling; the 
cinematographic discourse of the cinematographer with the viewer is 
what interests us. More specifically how the cinematographic 
expression can play a role in the engagement of a viewer with a fiction 
film. The research procedure will be innovative; we need to make our 
own theoretical models to understand the workings of the expresser and 
the expression, the expressed and the experience.  
From that viewpoint, we can frame the second focus of this 
dissertation: the fundamental issue of concern is the authorship of the 
cinematographer over the images created for a fiction film. We will 
argue that two notions are necessary to allow cinematography to 
become recognized as a part of the cinematographic discourse of a film 
and thus for the cinematographer to be recognized as a co-author. The 
first argument is that filmic technique enables part of the 
cinematographic discourse of a film and is not just governed by rules, 
but also by the cinematographic expression of the cinematographer 
(Roizman, interview, ICSC5520113). Secondly, that film is and always 
was a collaborative medium (Bailey, interview,  ICSC5520114). A 
general misconception is that cinematography can be filed away with 








cinematography is a technical job that comes with instructions and 
rules that govern the cinematographic expression may lead to the false 
conclusion that all cinematographers prefer the safe and traditional 
work of producing images according to certain standards. However, 
that is not the essence of cinematography. As John Bailey points out: 
“… the essence of cinematography is nothing more than intense 
observation and the sensitive use of appropriate tools to capture the 
truth of the drama” (italics added) (Bailey in Bergery, 2002, p. x). So, 
technique is just a means to an end: the cinematographic expression 
changes according the dramatic necessity of a film. Cinematographers 
are writers of light, Vittorio Storaro explains, and thus authors, because 
cinematographers design and create the images to “describe the story of 
the film through the visualization, the photography, so that the viewer 
can feel and understand, consciously and unconsciously, what the story 
is about” (Storaro in Gentry, 1994, p. 4). This underlines his opinion 
that cinematographers are not technicians. Cinematographers know the 
importance of the filmic tools but emphasize again and again that their 
use is solely to serve the story. Bailey calls it a fundamental truth “no 
matter what techniques, in or out camera, that the feature film 
cinematographer develops, his fundamental purpose is to support and 
enhance the dramatic and narrative flow of the film” (Bailey in Bergery, 
2002, p. vii). We will see that cinematographic discourse comes from 
the storytelling images formed with filmic tools. The central argument 
of our research is that cinematographers create storytelling images and 
are thus co-authors of a feature film, a collaborative medium. The 
matter at hand is not that cinematographers want the status of artists; 
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some do not even see themselves as artists (Lenoir, interview, 
ICSC552011 5 ) or as co-authors of a film (Bailey, interview, 
ICSC5520116). They all agree, however, that the images they create 
need to have storytelling capacities (Laskus, interview, ICSC5520117). 
In that way, it means that images have to tell, to narrate with form and 
in so doing engage the viewer. In that sense cinematography and 
cinema can be regarded as art because they enable the viewer to engage 
emotionally with the images projected on a screen. Andrew Stern (2002, 
p. 333) argues that “Creating an artefact that produces a meaningful 
emotional reaction in a human is considered an art itself”. 
Cinematographers agree that they are not just capturing what is on the 
set but do so with the “intention of providing certain additional 
emotional value” (Laskus, interview, ICSC5520118). Jacek Laskus 
further explains that it is this quality of the images that the viewers 
perceive but very few people understand. “I think the lack of 
understanding of what the image can bring, is the first kind of problem 
in the communication”. Our aim with this manuscript is to help to 
understand what images can bring, to demystify the capacities of 
images. Stern (2002, p.334) points out that this act of creating 








mysterious and unquantifiable”. He argues that the view that art and 
entertainment are regarded as fun and are thus not considered as 
worthwhile pursuits is very short sighted. “On the contrary, stories and 
art are among the most serious and meaningful pursuits we have” 
(Stern, 2002, p.334). He concludes that even if the problem is difficult 
to quantify it is still an important subject because we communicate, 
more and more, and exchange ideas and experiences with each other in 
this way (Ibid, 2002, p.334). In relation to cinematography the problem 
is not only deemed to be unquantifiable but even non-existent, because 
all the emotional meaning of a film is credited to other aspects of the 
film, and cinematography is categorised as technique.  
Contributions to the field 
Before we formulate the research question we want to elaborate 
on the importance, the novelty and the contributions this study will give. 
The first aim is to add to the scholarly field of film studies and film 
history. Beginning with the first investigations of cinema in the early 
twentieth century, the intellectual milieus in which knowledge of 
cinema has been generated stood far away from the production film set 
(Grieveson & Wasson, 2008, p. xvii). Cinematography has hardly been 
researched. Yet, when conducting research, it is important to define 
your subject. During this dissertation, a theoretical framework for 
researching cinematography will be developed. In doing so it proposes 
an alternative area of investigation in the field of film studies: the 
contribution of cinematography to narrative film. Essentially, it intends 
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to reveal the relevance of the study of cinematography to the field of 
film studies. It provides a pivotal opportunity for the study of film: 
analysing cinematography as an expressive art, a property that adds 
meaning. It will provide a precise terminology for naming the visual 
aspects of fiction films and should result in a useful basis for discussing 
the significance of the visual narrative. We are establishing a new 
theoretical model that the terminology is based on.  
In this dissertation then, we will situate this concern about the 
role of cinematography and also focus on the contributions 
cinematographers make to the creation of a fiction film. A more 
extensive differentiation by an analysis of the cinematographer’s career 
and her/his artistic input will help us to understand another form of the 
films’ creative expressions. Also, the cinematographic contributions 
need to be studied as historical phenomena. The vast majority of 
historians are more interested in the stories film tell than in the ways 
they tell those stories (V. Schwartz, 2008, p. 199). This study cannot 
answer questions posed in regard to film history in general but rather 
points at the possible questions that could be asked. With this 
dissertation, we hope to help inspire other researchers to take these 
research paths. 
Cinematography research has significance beyond the academic 
field and is committed to generate knowledge that matters. In our 
mediated social world, the hunger about how to create emotion-evoking 
images, and how they are perceived, is becoming more and more 
relevant. Although movies do not offer a realistic window on the world, 
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they do shape our experiences and offer us tools for defining our 
societies (Verstraten, 2013, p. 50). To better understand 
cinematography is a worthwhile goal, “a medium like film is a tool that 
modern society uses to organize itself, and that to function efficiently 
and productively, people should know how to accurately interpret 
media” (Young, 2012, p. 179). Consequently, to advance media literacy, 
in this case understanding the visual narrative construct and its affect, is 
necessary. The research questions can also be converted into concrete 
issues and can have real life ramifications for film professionals. The 
examinations conducted are intended to provide an initial basis for 
determining whether the cinematographer can justifiably be included 
among the co-authors of a motion picture. The work sheds light on the 
contributions of the work of cinematographers on the film set, now and 
in the past. Together, the theory and the case studies will give the 
cinematographers’ societies more ground to stand on and words with 
which to argue to retain the authorship of their images. It definitely 
contributes to the current debate and we hope it gives fuel to help to 
win the struggle by the societies in regard to authorship. 
Structure of this dissertation 
We conclude this introductory chapter with an outline of the 
structure of this doctoral dissertation. The dissertation consists of two 
parts, defining two pathways to argue: we will research theoretically 
the different aspects of the chain of expressiveness of a fiction film and 
we will empirically study the role of a cinematographer during a film 
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production. Together, these will provide a precise terminology for 
naming the visual aspects of fiction films and should result in useful 
insights for discussing the engagement of the viewer with the visuals. 
The first section defines the main domains of the study: the visual 
structure of a shot, the visual narration and the cinematographic 
discourse of the film with the viewer. This theoretical section is divided 
into three chapters.  In the empirical section, we group five case studies. 
The first two examine the work and lives of cinematographers and their 
role in the visual storytelling of the films they worked on. This is 
combined with a film analysis of a film sequence of one of their films 
to investigate the visual narrative construct and its relationship with the 
cinematographic discourse. The third case is a pilot study we conducted 
to research the causality of the filmic tools with the cinematographic 
discourse. The resulting conclusions resulted in an experimental design 
that was then applied in case study four for an audience study seeking 
to validate the theory that the visual narrative construct carries meaning.  
In case study five we conduct and collect interviews with 
cinematographers and their opinions on the role they play in the visual 
storytelling of a fiction film. We have conducted 20 interviews with 
prominent cinematographers9. Can cinematographers be co-authors of a 
fiction film? 
Chapter One asks how the key issues of this dissertation should 
be theoretically comprehended and situates it in the field of film studies. 





2013, p. 198). More specifically, we pay attention to the overall 
framework and the contributions to the field that the study will bring. It 
proposes new knowledge acquisition and shows how these approaches 
are historically not embedded in film studies.  
Chapter Two is concerned with concepts and terminologies 
related to its main topic, namely the discourse of the visual, linked to 
the three stages of film modes: production, projection and the film 
participation. Clear definitions are given of five key concepts: 
cinematography, filmic technique, cinematographic expression, 
cinematographic discourse and film participation. These describe the 
theoretical framework within which we will further define the 
expression of cinematography, its relation with filmic tools and the 
participation of the viewer. 
Chapter Three focuses first on the significance of the perception 
of the succession of the visual structure of shots. With theoretical 
model one we will demonstrate that filmic tools are used by the 
cinematographer to express the story. We argue that filmic tools are 
causal to the cinematographic differentials: frame, attention and 
cinematic space. We will link the cinematographers’ ability to guide the 
eye of the viewer with the knowledge of how humans process visual 
information and give attention to stimuli. With the second model, we 
explain how the creation of the visual diegetic world gives a position 
and a role to the viewer. The visual narration focalises the viewers’ role 
and determines a spatial position. It affects the viewers’ being, viewing 
and moving in the story space. The viewer’s role and embodiment in 
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the cinematic space are further discussed. We can then understand how 
film narrates visually. The third model shows that the viewer 
experiences the spatial cues from a specific position as the action 
unfolds, the cinematographic discourse. From there we emphasize 
aspects of the viewer’s share of the film experience and the invisible 
filmic technique guiding it. This theory of the workings of 
cinematography and its perception by the viewer is a novel addition to 
the field of film studies. Finally, this discussion provides a description 
of analytic terminology of the viewpoint and the spatial cues of a 
cinematic space to be used for further film analysis in the empirical 
section. 
In the second section, we address the need for more case studies 
that look from a cinematographer’s perspective, including a study on 
cinematographers and their work in a historical context, an 
experimental audience study that focuses on cinematographic discourse, 
and qualitative interviews with cinematographers on their role and 
contributions to the films they work on. As such, the present 
dissertation will empirically research stages of expression and film 
participation to clarify the role of cinematography in the chain of 
expression of a fiction film.  
Chapter Four is the first chapter of the empirical section and 
will describe and explain the methodology of the following chapters. 
We concentrate on the specific research perspectives and the aims of 
the research questions posed. In the empirical section, we will address 
the need for more studies that depart from the classical critical 
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approaches, and how the cinematographers’ opinions and work will be 
examined. We employ interviews, audience studies and film form 
analyses, and we will thoroughly elaborate on cinematography and 
cinematographers, both quantitatively and qualitatively, in those 
chapters. There are five case studies that each employ various 
methodologies organized into four chapters, during which we will take 
three steps as follows. 
First, in Chapters Five and Six, case studies one and two discuss 
the practice of cinematography and the role of cinematographers on the 
cinematographic expression of narrative fiction films produced during 
the 20th century. In chronological order, we will examine first the life 
and work of Gregg Toland (USA, 1904) and analyse a scene from 
Wuthering Heights (1939), for which he won an Academy Award (Best 
Cinematography, Black-and-White). We will put a spotlight on Gordon 
Willis (USA, 1931) whose cinematography gave the visual structure to 
The Godfather (1972) and have a close look at the last scene of the said 
film. Critical examination of the work and life of the two 
cinematographers whose films range across genres, directors, styles and 
time frame will reveal a common ground. The theoretical models and 
their terminologies defined in Chapter Three are used to analyse the 
visual narrative structure on sequences of shots made by the selected 
cinematographers. The aim is to understand the signification of the 
visual narrative construct and to demonstrate the expression of 
cinematography in relation to filmic tools used by the cinematographer. 
This kind of film analysis can provide an exploration at the level of the 
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cinematographic elements and inputs. We will examine how the 
cinematographer connects with the viewer through the film, to explain 
how filmic tools and the cinematographer’s imagination make up a 
substantial part of the cinematographic expression. We will do this by 
making use of an analysis of film fragments to demonstrate the impact 
of those tools on the cinematographic expression.  
Additionally, the intention is to inform and discuss the life and 
the work of many great cinematographers with interested audiences 
such as film scholars, film critics and film students. This approach aims 
to reveal broad themes aligned with another focus of this thesis: the 
role of the cinematographer as a principal collaborator of a film. We 
describe the work of three selected cinematographers to recognise their 
role in telling visual stories. This scholarly knowledge, previously 
mostly ignored, will be very useful in the education of aspiring 
filmmakers and cinematographers. It proposes a novel approach to film 
analyses of cinematography and its narrative significance.  
Second, in Chapter Seven case studies three and four were 
conducted to study the cinematographic expression and its role in the 
cinematographic discourse with the viewer. The experiment with a 
survey looks at cause-effect relationships between the focal length of a 
lens and the virtual relationship of the viewer with the characters. A 
new experimental design was developed. Case study three serves as the 
pilot study to develop the experimental design. It is designed and 
conducted specifically to research the audience response regarding 
correlations between the filmic tools and the meaning of the visual 
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narrative construct. By designing the experiments, defining the 
variables and their rationale and by conducting a survey, this study 
gathers empirical evidence of the impact of the filmic tools in relation 
to cinematographic discourse. It also seeks to gain understanding of the 
spatial relationship of the characters and its perception by the viewer. 
This method aims to bridge the complex human emotional response of 
the film experience with the data of the filmic tools used to shoot the 
films. Together the studies propose a novel method for researching the 
impact of the cinematographic discourse and the virtual relationship of 
the viewer with the characters of a movie. 
Third, in the last Chapter Eight, case study five aims to allow 
cinematographers to speak and to unearth their wisdom. The opinions 
of cinematographers about their role and significance are solicited. The 
questions posed focus on the participation of cinematographers in the 
making of a film and the recognition of their work. Do contemporary 
cinematographers regard themselves as technicians or artists? Another 
contribution is to support the notion that cinematographers are co-
authors, the view that film is, despite its commercial and industrial 
aspects, a collaborative medium of which cinematographers are one of 
many co-authors. Are they more like film composers or set 
photographers who retain authorship rights to their work? Unlike most 
forms of artistic expression, the feature film is the collaborative product 
of many individuals (Simonton, 2002, p. 115). We want to provide an 
initial basis for determining whether the cinematographer can 
justifiably be included among the co-authors of a motion picture. We 
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will ask questions and seek answers from conversations with world-
renowned cinematographers in regard to co-authorship, art and craft 
and the role of the cinematographer in the creation of a film. These 
interviews were conducted in 2011 and 2012, and together with the 
conclusions drawn, present material new to film studies. 
In the conclusion of the manuscript, we reflect on the 
contributions of this research to the new area of knowledge about 
cinematography. We give an overview of the theoretical framework of 
this alternative area of investigation in the field of film studies: the 
attribution of cinematography to narrative film. Also, the contributions 
to the current debate within the cinematographer’s societies in regard to 
authorship are reflected upon. We discuss the manner in which we 
contribute to the scholarly field of film studies. From the point of view 
of a cinematographer, the experiential knowledge is so rich that the 
blindness of film studies is almost shocking. It is our duty to reach out 
and bridge this gap between practice and film studies. To show how we 












Traditionally, film studies have drawn upon a range of 
disciplines such as social science, neurology, phenomenology, 
psychology and other theoretical frameworks to find an explanation for 
the connection between the three actors of film studies: the makers, the 
film, and the audience (Manchel, 1990, p. 95). Grand film theories 
developed as a dichotomy between realism, with André Bazin (1955) as 
its most famous supporter, and formalism with Sergei Eisenstein (1957) 
as its most prominent proponent. Film theory has classified, analysed 
and categorized films by region, time, genre, ideology and narrative. 
These include German Expressionism, film noir, poetic realism, 
neorealism, modernism, avant-garde, political modernism and new 
wave. Rudolf Arnheim (1959) brought the Gestalt principles of 
perception in connection with the perception of movies in his 
influential book Film as Art. Semiotic film theory gained prominence 
in the 1960s, supported by Christian Metz (1974) in his book Film 
Language: A Semiotics of the Cinema, and based on the principle that 
films are understood by the spectator as a form of language. This 
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created a new approach to theoretical research concentrated on film as a 
text. In parallel with this, a theory around the concept of ideology made 
headway armed with psychoanalysis as described by Livingston and 
Plantinga (2009). Film studies used models in the 1970s and 1980s 
derived from literary theory, psychoanalysis, and ideology such as 
Marxist criticism. The approaches emerging in the 1980’s were cultural 
studies, neo-Marxism and psychoanalysis, with a focus on 
representation and questions of cultural phenomena in film. The 
capacity of film to use its sensuous material to create a perceptional 
fictional world and let the spectator enter it has been described as 
illusionist and manipulative by Richard Allen (1997) in his book: 
Projecting Illusion: Film Spectatorship and the Impression of Reality. 
The Hollywood film from the beginning of the 20th century until 1960 
is regarded as in a class of its own and was baptized as the classical 
Hollywood cinema. Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson (1988) aim to 
link film practice to film style. The classical Hollywood film lies 
somewhere between realism and formalism, and its main aim is to 
narrate and produce a story efficiently for mass consumption. Film 
theorists concerned with analysing the structure of narration and 
wishing to sharpen their perception are still using formalist critical 
tools under the banner of Neo-Formalism (Christie, 2000, p. 57). This 
is the mode of narrative-based textual theory that was a widely 
accepted theory at the end of the 20th Century (Colman, 2014, p. 22). 
However, in recent film theory attention has been paid to the issue of 
how viewers can identify with the characters or respond emotionally to 
the projection of images on a screen (Bordwell, 2012, p. 69). David 
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Bordwell (2007a, p. 137) also explains that when viewers are 
confronted with a narrative they want to grasp the fundamental features 
of the action that occurs, and the consequences of that action for the 
characters involved. Because of this mode of reception, film studies 
should also analyse films using the same logic. “Rather than searching 
for a “language” of film, we ought to look for the ways in which films 
are designed to elicit the sorts of cognizing activities that will lead to 
comprehension (as well as other effects)”. This gives Bordwell an 
opportunity to understand film as a narrative, a message that makes 
sense for the spectator. Bordwell argues against the use of a code by the 
filmmaker to communicate with the spectator. He poses that the images 
are understood through drawing on normal reasoning based on prior 
experience in normal life. “The process of understanding many things 
in films is likely to draw upon ordinary, informal reasoning procedure” 
(Ibid, 2008, p.136). From this perspective, he concludes that the 
understanding of films can be seen as largely a matter of cognizing. 
The cognitivist trend in film studies attempted to take a fresh look at the 
understanding of a film by the spectator, and its structure and action. 
As acknowledged by Bordwell (1997, p. 7) in his book On the History 
of Film Style: “However much the spectator may be engaged by plot or 
genre, subject matter or thematic implication, the texture of the film 
experience depends centrally upon the moving images and the sound 
that accompanies them. The audience gains access to the story or theme 
only through that tissue of sensory materials.” Then Bordwell et al. 
(1988, p. xiv) goes on to ignore this dual system of meaning of the 
visual and the cognitive and assigns the system of meaning solely to the 
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cognitive understanding of images based on customary practice as 
understood by learning and by inference-making. This leaves no room 
to focus on how the visual form—the matter—of a movie narrates. 
Crucially, Bordwell (1985) stated in Narration in the Fiction Film that 
film images are ambiguous; here we disagree because the images for a 
fiction film are purposely constructed to be unambiguous. We agree 
with his argument that important factors of visual narration can be 
found in the concepts causality, time and space, but we do not 
categorise them under the rubric of conventions. We will identify them 
rather as crucial properties of narrative film that employs the capacity 
of the creative human brain to make sense of the perceived images as it 
does in the real world. We will argue that it is not only a matter of 
cognising but also of perceiving and, through perception, living the 
story. Bordwell, (2007b, p. 137) also notes that manipulation of the 
viewer is implemented by all the artists involved in film production, 
with the intention of building their films in ways that will coax most of 
their spectators to follow the same inferential. Miriam Hansen (1999, p. 
71) points towards other aspects of understanding a film alongside 
cognition, namely the sensory experience of the viewer. Hansen adds 
the sensory properties of the medium back into the discourse when she 
states that classical film is rooted in vernacular modernism. She argues 
that the narrative comprehension is rooted in the sensory experience 
alongside its cognitive and discursive format. “(I)t (Hollywood film) is 
crucially anchored in sensory experience and sensational affect.” The 
sensory experience is often ignored in film studies explains Angela 
Dalle Vacche (2008, p. 180): “By the 1990s, it had become apparent 
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that these methods privileged a literary/verbal/textual-over a 
perceptual/visual/object-based training”. Dalle Vacche (2008, p. 181) 
posits further that the difference between the study of art and the study 
of film can be found in those distinctive approaches. Art historians 
“cherish tactile, kinetic, chromatic, and experiential variables whose 
common feature is to challenge verbal discourse”. They appear to value 
the visual dimension through art theory. Of course, working with 
projected, but intangible, moving images on a screen is very different 
from observing and analysing a static artwork. During this dissertation, 
we will take the unusual step of doing just that. The spectator may be 
unaware of this visual guiding of her/his attention, but the 
cinematographer will manipulate the tools to weave the texture of a 
shot to give the viewer a place and a position in the diegetic world. As 
noted by Gibbs and Pye: 
Much filmmaking seems to encourage us to treat this complex 
tapestry of decision making (on film-sets) as ‘transparent’, so that 
we are often unaware of the craft and artifice involved. But all 
this decision making is material and it has material effects on our 
experience of the film. (Gibbs & Pye, 2005, p. 10)  
This can lead the examining path back to the medium and its 
perceptual properties: the visual structure of moving images. It is those 
pathways that interest us, and in particular the visual organisation and 
the meaning it elicits and how it visually narrates. We will apply a 
perceptual, visual and object based method to the analysis of moving 
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images. The theory we define in this manuscript could be called 
perceptive film theory and can sit alongside the cognitive theory.  
Our broader theoretical framework additionally draws on 
theories from other disciplines. It comprises three theoretical models 
that enable us to understand the cinematographic expression. We break 
our inquiry into three components; we first examine the visual narrative 
construct of images, which then leads to exploration into the perception 
of the visual narration of a fiction film, and thirdly, we theorise the 
visual discourse of the film with the viewer. Therefore, we are 
interested in theories in regard to visual perception of art, film 
narratology, anthropology of social human behaviour, psychology and 
phenomenology. We will link ideas from those disciplines with the 
principles of cinematography to construct a vocabulary and a theory to 
analyse and understand visual storytelling. 
We approach the theory of film narratology from the 
perspective of visual narration. That is, how the viewer understands 
meaning by perceiving the organised visual data of images and how the 
perspective act of watching a film can lead the viewer to participate 
with the film’s narrative. Cinematographic knowledge will be brought 
together with ideas from the temporal, spatial and causal narration 
theory. Addressing this problem requires conceptualizing how cinema 
communicates and then it stands to reason that new models of 
theoretical tools are required to understand the impact of the visual 
(Bryman, 2008, p. 14). We will attempt to convey just what it is that 
cinematography has the capacity to do, while re-inventing terms and 
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modes of thought that reveal the thinking and knowledge of the 
cinematographers. 
1.2 Theoretical	models	for	visual	story	telling	
Because our focus is on the visual aspect of fiction film we have 
not been able to anchor our theory only within the existing field of film 
studies. We look at how the visual can be conveyed with a meaning; 
not by representation, because an object does not contain meaning by 
itself, but it is by the way it is shared with others that meaning is 
constructed, given and communicated. To be able to theorise this we 
need to develop our own theoretical models to research cinematography. 
Visual storytelling contains three distinct but overlapping components: 
namely, the visual indicates the use of dynamic visual images, the story 
means narration, and the telling involves a discourse with a viewer. We 
develop three theoretical models that each in part can be applied to the 
different components of the workings of visual storytelling.  
The first model theorizes the visual structure of a shot. Based on 
this theoretical model we will define the terminology for the concept 
Visual narrative construct of a shot. The concept is core to an 
understanding of the visual meaning of a shot and its link with filmic 
tools. We examine the intersection of perception, the human brain and 
filmic technique. We draw inspiration from the work of Eric R. Kandel 
(2012), a pioneer of neuroscience. He researched the creative brain and 
how humans perceive and engage with visual art in his book The Age of 
Insight. Specifically, we examine his theory on how we give attention 
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to visual information and how humans then create their understanding 
of the visual in their own minds. We use the knowledge gained from 
neuroscience on the processing of visual information along two 
different pathways in the visual brain. Additionally, we link the 
workings of the visual brain and the properties of the lens such as depth 
of field, focus distance and focal length to unveil the intention of 
cinematographers when they wield those filmic tools. Also, for an 
interpretation on how humans make sense of visual perception we draw 
upon the gestalt theory by the findings of Arnheim (1965), especially 
his work on the perception of moving images. This first concept, 
theorised with the first model, we coined the Visual narrative construct. 
The terminology enables us to identify the intention of the visual as 
expressed by cinematography through identifying the cinematographic 
differentials: attention, frame and cinematic space. By applying the 
theoretical model, we can name and identify the complex nature of the 
visual structure of a shot and its storytelling graphic properties.  
The second model is needed to understand the narration of the 
succession of the visual narrative constructs of shots in a sequence. 
Here we base our theory partly on the theory of film narratology by 
Bordwell (2006), who proposes that narration is a chain of events in 
cause-effect relationship occurring in time and space. We define the 
underpinnings of narration as time and space in continuity. This model 
leads us to concur with Eisenstein (1929) that the montage of shots 
leads to a conflict of cells and meaning is derived from it. To show the 
effect of ‘space in time’ on narration we link the properties of the filmic 
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technique of continuity, namely the eye-line and the action line, with 
visual narration. The property of the orientation in space of the viewer 
is discontinuous in cinematic space but linear in narration; it gives the 
viewer a changing perspective and thus a role in the narrative. In 
analogy with literature we can describe the role as a first/second/third 
viewpoint. From phenomenology, we draw upon findings by Vivian 
Sobchack (1992) who proposes that the motion marked by 
temporalisation and spatialisation of the filmic world enables a 
becoming of the viewer. Thus, our theoretical model identifies the role 
the visual narrative construct plays through causality of space and time 
in embodying the viewer and in assigning an embodying role to the 
viewer. 
The third model explores the role of the cinematographer’s 
expression of the cinematographic discourse, the telling of the story. 
Again, space and time are the basic elements but now the focus is on 
how it makes sense to the viewer, the participation of the viewer with 
the film. The model defines what the successive viewer’s positions 
signify for the cinematographic discourse. The model can be used to 
understand the perception of the spatial distances of both the characters 
and the viewer. For this we turn towards theories from anthropology, 
because visual processing partly involves a learning process from 
experience. We base part of our model on the theory of Proxemics 
theorised by Hall (1968) on spatial communication between humans. 
Hall connects the spatial communication that happens in the real world 
between members of a certain cultural group with the artist’s use of it 
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for expression.  He poses that the organisation of perceptual data by the 
artist can bring meaning to an audience. This allows us to link the 
spatial arrangement in the frame of the film elements as filmed by the 
cinematographer and how it is understood/felt/seen/perceived by the 
viewer. The cinematic space can now be partly described in spatial 
distances ranging from intimate to public. Together with the viewpoint 
of the visual narrative construct, we can define the role and the 
engagement the viewer has with the events of the film through 
watching the visuals. 
Together these three models now define the nature of the film 
shots and their visual meaning and the discourse with the viewer. 
Doing so, we define the chain of expressiveness that exists between the 
cinematographer, the film and the viewer. We will argue that these 
findings indicate that cinematographers are co-creators of the narrative 
film and that film is a collaborative work. 
1.3 The	role	of	the	cinematographer	
Traditionally, the director has been regarded as the sole author 
of the film. Andrew Dudley (1993, p. 85) compares this role of the 
director as analogous with the role we assign to God. Dudley poses that 
with the disappearance of God we are left with the body of the world 
and thus the material body of the text, the film. We want to propose 
that we are left with a film crew who together create the film, a 
collaborative art form in which several disciplines from the arts and 
science such as cinematography, art direction, montage, costume, sound 
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and many more come together to tell a story with images and sound. 
Andrey Tarkovsky (1989, p. 37) defines the common ground of art and 
science as “a means of assimilating the world, an instrument for 
knowing it in the course of man’s journey towards what is called 
absolute truth.” He calls both disciplines an embodiment of human 
spirit that goes beyond merely discovering they both also create. This 
spirit of discovering and creating runs through many conversations with 
cinematographers, for example when the cinematographer Curt Courant 
was asked in 1935 if he considered himself a creative artist he made a 
good argument: 
Consider, a camera is a machine, a vehicle for the film; the lens is 
a piece of dead glass; a lamp is a lamp; the film itself a chemical 
product; the projector another machine, another vehicle. The man 
who can visualize a scene in terms of dead things and from them 
create a work of living beauty, he is a creative artist. (Courant in 
E. Dyer, 1935, p. 86) 
Throughout film history many cinematographers have 
acknowledged the importance of the expressiveness of their work. 
Virgil E. Miller (1930, p. 39) posited that a good movie needed to be 
built on three values, namely “Story, Direction and if I may use the 
word, Presentation.” His responsibility as a cinematographer is the third 
leg. He further explained that without cinematography the other two 
pillars, the efforts of the writer and the director, would be wasted. This 
theme remains to be pursued in subsequent chapters. 
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As we move forward in the history of film studies, the 
assumption to identify a film with an author has been “based more on 
desire than on fact.” Robert P. Kolker (2000, p. 12) explains: “The 
simple reality is that the classical American studio cinema productions 
were and are rarely the products of an individual imagination”. A 
narrative film consists of moving images and sound, so cinematography 
is a defining characteristic of cinema (Chow, 2000, p. 168). It is time to 
use this knowledge for a quest into film theory in relation to the 
expressiveness of moving images. 
The limitations on researching cinematography are numerous, 
starting with the fact that literature on this topic is extremely limited. 
The collection of evidence and research on cinematography is in its 
infancy. This situation requires a novel approach, which is exciting 
because it acquires new evidence and develops new theoretical models. 
As Helga Nowotny (2010, p. 18) frames the link between art and 
science: “art, like science, is a form of human creativity that has found 
an institutionalized space in modern societies. Curiosity and the desire 
to explore the unknown are its main driving forces”. Nowotny defines 
research as the curiosity-driven production of new knowledge. This 
seeking for new knowledge promises an opening up of new pathways 
and the development of novel ways of doing research. The artist’s and 
the academic’s research methods, are not diametrically opposed. The 
search for understanding encompasses possibilities as explained by 
Biggs and Büchler (2010). They outline four issues that are indicative 
of academic research: the possession of a question and an answer, the 
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presence of knowledge, a method that connects the answers in a 
meaningful way to the questions that were asked, and an audience for 
whom all this would have significance (Ibid, p.410). This gives us a 
clear framework to work in while at the same time we can gather 
knowledge from diverse communities and sources. Film theory is 
understood as a way to explain the existence of phenomena or practices 
associated with film. It has been concerned with questions about the 
relationship between the makers of a film, the film itself and the 
audience who view the film (Simpson, Utterson, & Shepherdson, 2003, 
p. 1). Nicholls explains that cinematographic expression can be studied 
from the point of view of both form and of content. “Both film studies 
as a discipline and filmmaking as a practice possess a history that 
represents diverse attempts to create and understand a range of 
imaginary worlds that could not exist in any other form in quite the 
same way as they do in film” (Nicholls, 2012, p. xviii). On the one 
hand, the meaning of a film and thus the search for that meaning can be 
partly revealed by tapping into the rich history of film practice. On the 
other hand, the area of film studies should not be ignored in a broad 
critical examination of the cinematic world. This combination seems to 
be the best approach to investigate a collaborative medium. “A 
practice-based approach to collaborative media cannot be found in a 
homogeneous discipline in academic terms. It may rather be seen as a 
mosaic of fragments that can be found in different academic 
communities” (Löwgren & Reimer, 2013, p. 32). That entails a fresh 
approach and a creative way to use existing theories from diverse areas 
without losing the main focus, which is to concentrate on the 
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cinematographic expression in relation to the visual narration. The 
cinematographic discourse aims to connect with the viewer, who needs 
to identify with the characters on the screen. Identity is constructed 
through relationships with others (Barker, 1997, p. 612). Barker further 
explains that identity is also formed in contexts and sites of interactions. 
The role of cinematography should be considered in this perspective: 
connecting with the viewer through spatial and temporal continuity. A 
broader disciplinary understanding represents a considerable advantage 
over mono-disciplinary approaches to research and can be a driving 
force of innovation for production and reception of an art form (H.-P. 
Schwartz, 2010, p. xxix). 
The models developed in the theoretical part of the manuscript 
will serve to crystallize and document the experiential knowledge of 
cinematographers. The argument for tapping into the knowledge of 
cinematographers lies in the simple fact that since the existence of 
cinema, cinematographers, or cameramen as they were first known, 
were always there. “Cinematographers have been there since the 
inception of the motion picture. Without them, there could be no film” 
(Sterling, 1987, p. vii). They experimented, invented, learned and 
discovered the possibilities of visual storytelling. This knowledge, as 
we will see, was well beyond the purely technical expertise they 
acquired. From the very beginning of narrative film the aim was always 
to create expressive images. Also, cinematographers were at all times 
very well aware of their role in the film production, as told by Courant 
in 1933: “The word ‘cameraman’ is unfortunate. The suggestion it 
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conveys is too limited, too technical. ‘Chief artistic collaborator,’ were 
the phrase not so clumsy, would then be less misleading” (Courant in E. 
Dyer, 1935, p. 83). Courant further explains that he is also the leader of 
a team of specialists. He describes his team: first and second assistant 
camera, the team of studio electricians and so on. Significantly he does 
not describe his assistants as workers but as specialists. The team do 
not regard their role as labourers but as specialists, a function that 
requires experimentation and experience. This is echoed by the pioneer 
cinematographer Billy Bitzer (1934, p. 77), who acknowledged the 
work of his camera assistant, Brown, on the film Intolerance (1919): 
“Karl Brown, who was more than an assistant—an inspiration, a 
practical dreamer, as he later proved in his works in the photographic 
continuity in the film The Covered Wagon (1923), that most admirable 
Tennessee mountain story, Stark Love (1927) – an intelligent 
cameraman”. 
The theoretical approach this dissertation ultimately takes is to 
develop models and define terminologies that describe visual narration. 
The three models reflect the overlapping aspects of visual storytelling: 
the visual narrative construct, the narration of the visual, and the 
cinematographic discourse with the viewer. Our aim is not to develop a 
Grand Theory but to unearth existing knowledge and bring it into the 
field of film studies. 
This opens up a rich and unexplored terrain of research avenues 
hitherto unvisited. Cinematographers can be seen as important actors of 
the discourse of a narrative film, and we want to claim academic 
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legitimacy. Moreover, the study of cinematography needs to become an 
established part of film studies; it needs its own space, so that critical 
focus can be put on the cinematographic expression. That will then 
invite investigations into the different aspects of cinematography, 
especially its role in narrative film. The problem with categorization is 
that it seems to be a distinct listing of knowledge separated from the 
other actors in the filmic enunciation.  
However, cinematographic expression is not the exclusive 
domain of cinematography, it is this awareness of interaction 













In this chapter we describe the key concepts that will situate the 
discussion among the facets of cinematography: namely filmic 
technique, cinematographic expression, visual narration and the 
cinematographic discourse with the viewer. Simpson et al. 
(2003, p. 2) explain that “There is currently neither one single 
theory that seeks to explain film as a phenomenon nor even any 
claim for one. ‘Concepts’ are even more numerous and diverse 
in relation to film”. First, we will identify the terms and 
terminologies used. Then the meaning of the concept 
cinematography will be explored. Second, a distinction is 
drawn between cinematography and filmic technique. 
Additionally, discussion of the concept cinematographic 
expression is useful to explain the chain of expression between 
the cinematographer, the film and the viewer and the 
connection between cinematography and narration is 
crystalized. This leads us to the concept of visual narration, 
and then to the concept of the cinematographic discourse with 
the viewer. In describing these five key concepts we outline the 
framework and elements of the theoretical models developed in 
the next chapter.  
The properties of visual narration 
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The terms and terminology mapped out in this chapter attempt 
to partly bridge the academic vocabulary of film studies with 
those derived from film practice. This will give us an 
opportunity to use precise language to analyse the connotations 
of an image. The term ‘fiction’ implies that there is a fictional 
narrative to be told. Our focus is on the cinematography of 
fictional films, so we need to set those boundaries. Visual 
narration for fiction films is our topic for this dissertation 
because of the total control the cinematographer has over the 
images during a film production. Everything is constructed for 
the purpose of storytelling.  Although many of the same issues 
are found in other forms of film such as non-narrative, abstract, 
art, documentary and other films, it falls outside of our scope. 
The terms cinema and fiction film will be used extensively in 
this dissertation: the former describes the whole film industry, 
the act of making a movie plus the cinema theatre, the building 
where the film can be projected. The latter describes the 
product itself, the physical film or digital file that when played 
produces moving images and audio. The distinction is not 
always clear-cut, sometimes the two terms can be used 
alternatively; but in general, we go to the cinema to see a film, 
and the viewer then experiences the fiction film. When the link 
is with the film itself, the matter, the form, we will use the term 
filmic, as in filmic tools. Filmic means the subject is connected 
to the film set and belongs to the film itself. However, when the 
subject involves the perception of the viewer, we will use the 
term cinematic such as in cinematic space. Cinematic is in the 
mind of the viewer when the film is projected in the cinema 
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theatre. The term cinematographic indicates the connection of 
the intention of the cinematographer’s expression such as in 
cinematographic differentials. These are not material bound, for 
example the property attention is not part of the fictional world 
in the viewer’s mind. It describes the intention of the 
cinematographer; the cinematographic differentials are 
perceptual means for the cinematographer to express and utter 
the cinematographic discourse. We will argue that 
cinematography does not belong to the material matter of the 
film but to the telling of the story to the viewer.  
2.1 What	is	Cinematography?	
The term cinematography is from the Greek roots meaning 
“writing with motion.” At the heart of it, filmmaking is 
shooting—but cinematography is more than the mere act of 
photography. It is the process of taking ideas, words, actions, 
emotional subtext, tone, and all other forms of nonverbal 
communication and rendering them in visual terms. (Brown, 2002, 
p.1) 
While the visual terms, as Blain Brown describes them, are a 
complex interwoven result from different actions (actors, mise-en-scene, 
art direction, location and the director’s vision) we can still identify and 
isolate certain visual concepts that consist of writing with motion. In his 
essay The right to sign ourselves as “author of cinematography”, 
Storaro (1995) argues that cinematography means writing with light. 
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He elaborates on the start of cinema as a new medium, and 
cinematography as a new way of communication; in the early days of 
cinema the Lumière Brothers were more inventors who became 
producers while also being the cameramen and the distributors of those 
films. The novelty of the medium was at that stage more important than 
the storytelling form. But step by step slowly over the years, new ways 
of storytelling were invented and explored by different filmmakers. In 
the Twenties and the Thirties the mise-en-scene for a fiction film was 
developed, and in Germany around the same time, figurative 
composition was applied to give form to German Expressionist film in 
collaboration with the art directors and the cinematographers (Eisner, 
1969, pp. 36-37). That led the path forward “(B)y exploring 
possibilities for expression which were to have more and more 
influence on the creative aspect of the way one sees a story told in 
images” (Storaro, 1995). This task, to “see” the story was given to the 
Director of Photography. “He was destined to have a specific function 
which saw him abandoning his original task of camera operator, in 
order to be able to devote all his Energies to the Conceptualization-
Realization-Communication of PHOTOGRAPHY, in the fullest sense 
of the word: WRITING WITH LIGHT, on the silver screen” (Ibid, 
2009). However, in the book titled Cinema Studies: The Key Concepts 
by Susan Hayward (2006), there is no entry for “cinematography” 
amongst the more than 600 concepts explained, but instead we can find 
a short description of the concept “Cinematographer/Director of 
Photography”. Hayward (2006, p. 76) describes the cinematographer as 
the person who is responsible for putting the scene on film, adding that 
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“This person is responsible for the general composition of the scene 
(the mise-en-scene, the lighting of the set or location, the colour 
balance). The director of photography is also responsible for the choice 
of cameras, lenses, film stock and filters”. Then she mentions the 
camera positions and its movement, the style of the film and the 
printing of the film. This description of the role of the cinematographer 
exposes the many responsibilities a cinematographer has, and we could 
add numerous more tasks and responsibilities to the list. The American 
Cinematographer Manual, the “bible” amongst cinematographers, adds 
working within the budget and schedule, managing the crew, 
communicating with the production team and providing guidance on all 
the technical aspects of the production. On top of that they list the 
following: 
It is essential for the cinematographer to have a thorough grasp of 
all technical options, including choice of film and digital cameras, 
lenses, cranes, dollies and other platforms for moving cameras, 
new emulsions, and such special techniques as aerial and 
underwater photography, blue and green screen and other visual 
effects, as well as the capabilities of equipment rental houses, 
labs and post production facilities. (A.S.C., 2013, p. 3) 
This shows what a crucial technical role the cinematographer 
has within a film crew. The cinematographer also relies heavily on 
other members of the crew, not only the art director and the director but 
also the camera crew, the costume department, the special effects team 
and so on. Making film is a huge collaborative effort involving the 
Cinematographic	Discourse	
	 	 	
whole crew. That is why if the word filmmakers is being used in this 
dissertation it always implies the whole crew. However, with all that 
equipment being used, manipulated and organized on the film set, one 
might forget that the most important task of the cinematographer is to 
tell the story visually. The American Cinematographer Manual (Ibid, 
p.3) also stipulates that “the cinematographer’s initial and most 
important responsibility is telling the story.” Using all those tools to 
serve the story, the narration and the director’s vision. Or as Hilda 
Mercado (interview, ICSC55201110) explains, “my job is to know 
exactly what is that scene, the emotion is about. What the director 
wants to communicate and my purpose is to translate those emotions 
visually and to grab the right tools”. Arnheim (1959) observes that in 
cinema great care also has to be taken in how the shots are composed in 
order to have artistic expressiveness. The elements of a shot consist of 
real objects. He elaborates that up to a certain degree it gives an 
impression of real life. Arnheim (1959, p. 17) argued that the restriction 
(the fact that on the film set there are certain technical constraints) such 
as the limitations of the frame with its sharp edges, gives film its 
artistic potential. “It is those technical restrictions which give film its 







Filmic technique encompasses the filmic tools such as focal 
length, f-stop, camera height, camera movement, and all the other tools 
and techniques used to create an image. For Noël Carroll (1999, p. 29) 
the filmmakers have selected the details of the sequence that they think 
are emotively significant and “thrust them, so to speak, in our faces.” 
The means that the filmmakers have available are of course the acting 
and the structure of the script, but also “the camera position and 
composition, the editing, lighting, the use of colour.” Carroll’s 
description of the means that filmmakers have at their disposition to 
visualise the film emotively for the viewer can be partly termed filmic 
technique. 
The interest lies in why cinematographers place their camera in 
a particular location, with what lens, at what distance and which tools 
to employ to create a shot. What exactly does this entail? Arthur Miller 
(1971) states that, “My opinion of a well-photographed film is one 
where you look at it, and come out, and forget that you’ve looked at a 
moving picture. You forget that you’ve seen any photography. Then 
you’ve succeeded” (Miller in Maltin, 1971, p. 67). The technique 
should be hidden, invisible. Or as Miller elaborates, “If they all come 
out talking about “oh, that beautiful scenic thing here,” I think you’ve 
killed the picture” (Ibid, p.67). However, this technique is necessary for 
the film to express visually. It is not about tricks of the trade or filmic 
rules that a cinematographer should master in order to practice the art 
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of cinematography. Owen Roizman (interview, ICSC55201111) states 
that the craft, the technical part, should become second nature to the 
cinematographer and her/his concentration should be on the art and the 
story; how to tell that story in the best way possible. Filmic technique is 
necessary to make a shot in movement and in time. It is however a tool, 
a means to its end: cinematography. Filmic technique is not the same as 
the cinematographic expression of a film; technique relates to the image 
in the same way as iconography relates to connotation. Bailey tells us 
that “Cinematography ultimately has to serve the narrative line, and 
classical cinematography does that best” (Bailey in LoBrutto, 1999, p. 
85). Filmic tools are employed to write with images. Therein lies the 
difficult task of identifying the links of all those technical elements that 
work together to deliver the dramatic visual connotation of a fiction 
film. It might seem to be just a matter of making a list of all the 
different contributing components and naming them. However, in an 
analysis of the film participation, the camera and all its devices, the 
lights, the tracking shots, the dolly and all the other technical matter 
that is needed to create a shot belong to the film set, and not to the film 
nor to the film experience. Daniel Arijon (1991, p. 6) compares the 
movie camera with the pen or the typewriter as a registering 
mechanism. “To handle a camera, only an efficient crew is needed.” 
The technology of the film equipment might be a bit more complex 
than a pen or a typewriter, but as with a pen it has to be manipulated 





efficiency of the camera crew that Arijon refers to is only a part of the 
task of the camera department—the movie camera needs a 
cinematographer. The importance of these tools is in relationship to the 
expressiveness of the cinematography of that film (Jenkins, 2003, p. 
31). What and how it expresses visually is important for the 
enunciation of a fiction film. The cinematographer connects with the 
spectator using filmic tools, offering an evolving ground to stand on 
and participate in the dramatic world (Braverman, 2013, pp. 3-35). 
Alfred Hitchcock was very aware of the influence of the sensuous 
effect on the spectators’ minds. He discussed this in conversation with 
Truffaut on Psycho (1960) and the effect of the technique on the 
audience: 
My main satisfaction is that the film had an effect on the 
audiences, and I consider that very important. I don’t care about 
the subject matter; I don’t care about the acting; but I do care 
about the pieces of film and the photography and the sound track 
and all of the technical ingredients that made the audience scream. 
(Truffaut, Hitchcock, & Scott, 1983, p. 282)  
Watching a movie is not only a matter of immersing the self in 
the story, but also in immersing the self in places, worlds, actions and 
participate in it. Hitchcock further acknowledges why he thinks Psycho 
(1960) was so successful and why he was so proud of making Psycho. 
It wasn’t a message that stirred audiences, nor was it a great 
performance or the enjoyment of the novel. They were aroused by pure 
film (Ibid, p.283). To combine the two aspects, form and content, to 
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express visually, is exactly the main aim of cinematography. We can 
describe it as communicating with the viewer using the visual form: 
filmic technique and the content: characters, the spaces, the props etc., 
all of which moves in time and then results in the cinematographic 
expression. This gives us a clear distinction between the filmic 
technique and the cinematography of a film. 
2.3 Cinematographic	expression	
Roger Dawkins (2005, p. 330), reflecting on the elementary 
structure of the cinematic language, concludes that the generic structure 
of the cinematic image is “the continuous flow of all the elements that 
together make up the sounds and sights of the audio-visual image”. The 
shot, consisting of moving images in time, is the smallest unit of 
dramatic meaning in a film (Hayward, 2006, p.218). For Storaro it is 
the task of the cinematographer to transform literary language into a 
figurative language, by means of the human eye and its sensitivity to 
light. Storaro calls it the artistic expression of writing with light. “In 
this way, he creates a very specific and individual form of Writing with 
Light which, although it is applied to each film individually is so part 
of the Conscious or Unconscious artistic expression of every 
Cinematographer” (Storaro, 200912). This system of cinematographic 
expressiveness connects with the viewer through the film. We need 





action of projecting the film and the action of watching the film. The 
theoretical models, developed in Chapter Three, map the workings of 
these interrelated elements of the visual narration. They show the visual 
relationship between the expresser (cinematographer) and the expressed 
(fiction film), and secondly between the expressed and its perception 
(viewing). At the same time, the audio element of the fiction film is 
ignored in this study because our focus is only on the visual element. 
The first action, the means of expression—the filmic technique—is the 
creation of the fiction film itself, its form, genre, the length, the 
medium used and so on. In short, the sort of container that holds the 
story visually in a certain format. We will show with our first 
theoretical model that we can define the visual narrative construct of a 
shot and demonstrate how a shot can tell by the creation of cinematic 
space. These visual narrative constructs are made with the intention of 
narrating when the shots come together in a temporal order. The 
technology of brain scans and other advanced techniques is helping to 
uncover how the mind organizes and comprehends perception. Kandel 
(2012) explains how one major finding by Hubel and Wiesel is relevant 
to appreciation of the arts. The retina does not transmit images 
passively; it actively transforms and encodes images into a pattern of 
activity. Neurons then forward the information on the retina to the 
gateway of the brain—the thalamus. Hubel and Wiesel discovered that 
the information is not just passed on, but forwarded to certain parts of 
the brain depending the content of the image. The conclusion of these 
findings and their relevance to the visual arts is described by Kandel: 
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These results show dramatically that the mammalian eye is not a 
camera; it does not record the image of a scene or a person pixel 
by pixel, nor does it accurately copy the colors of the image. 
Moreover, the visual system can pick and choose and discard 
information. Which neither a camera nor a computer can.  
(Kandel, 2012, p.261) 
These insights are relevant to an understanding of the 
perception of the visual narrative construct of an image. The working of 
the biological brain, the organization of the different places in our brain 
that transcode parts of the perception independently to signify different 
lines, concur with the findings of Arnheim (1965). The gestalt theory of 
perception that describes how the artistic expression of composition can 
touch the human soul through the perception of organized lines seems 
confirmed. 
The most elementary processes of vision do not produce 
mechanical recordings of the outer world but organize the 
sensory raw material according to principles of simplicity, 
regularity, and balance, which govern the receptor mechanism. 
(Arnheim, 1959, p.2). 
Arnheim further explains that this confirms the notion that the 
work of art, too, is not simply an imitation or selective duplication of 
reality but a translation of observed characteristics into the forms of a 
given medium. Through perception, humans can feel the expression of 
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an artist because of composition, an ordering of lines projected on a flat 
screen, and the viewer’s involvement. 
 
2.4 Visual	narration	
The transformation of a story into visual material follows a 
certain order. The general flow of a film production is: a film script is 
written, the format is determined, the actors cast and the art direction 
and locations are decided and then the film is created. This film is then 
screened and watched by the viewer. The production process of the 
making of a fiction film takes place by the performance of those actions 
(Honthaner, 2010, p. 261). All these actions are performed only in 
order to reach the final one: the action of watching the film and its 
interaction with the viewer (Ghislotti, 2009, p. 88). These three actions 
are performed by three actors; the cinematographer, the film and the 
viewer. As organised in table 1, each model will show the three 
interacting domains, namely the visual narrative construct of a shot 
(model one), the spatial and temporal continuity of shots (model two) 
and their viewpoints and spatial cues (model three). The action of 
perception, shown in model three is continuous for the narration of the 
film but discontinuous for the viewpoint and the spatial cues, this 





Table	1	The	overall	 theoretical	 framework	of	 the	 chain	of	 expressiveness	of	
cinematography	and	its	link	with	the	cinematographic	discourse	
	
The rows of table 1 are organised in relation to the actions 
needed for the narration of a fiction film: firstly cinematography, the 
making of the shots, secondly the projection of the fiction film and 
thirdly the perception of the viewer. In the first model, we will theorise 
how the visual arrangement of characters in a space, seen through a 
lens has a narrative structure. The duality of the organization of the 
characters in space in relation to the camera, and the dramatic 
connotation into the spectator’s mind, is the visual narrative construct 
that signifies the dramatic moment of the shot. In model one we 
Actions	 Creation	 Projection	 Perception	












Stage	 Expression	 Expressed	 Participation	
Mode	 Visual	 Narration	 Discourse	
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describe the cinematographic differentials and their link with filmic 
tools to create a cinematic space with a viewpoint. The second aspect of 
the shot is the time frame and its place (time) in the scene and 
subsequently in the movie. With model two we show that 
cinematography expresses when it is perceived in a temporal order, a 
causal sequence of visual narrative constructs. Finally, in the third 
model we will show how the perceptional action by the viewer leads to 
the narrative discourse, how causal cinematic spaces. Together these 
three models define the chain of expressiveness of visual storytelling 
that engages the viewer through the cinematographic discourse. 
The overall model serves to understand that the cinematic space 
and viewpoint, changing in time and in space, gives the dynamic 
possibilities of the visual narration through many factors such as speed, 
direction, change, appearances, slowing and so on. This opens up non-
exhaustive possibilities of combining the two concepts with time and 
movement, resulting in cinematographic discourse. In the overall 
theoretical framework, we distinguish thus three actors and linked 
actions, the cinematographer creates, the film is projected and the 
viewer watches the film. This chain of expressiveness starts with the 
cinematographic expression that results in the visual narration of the 
film and engages the viewer with the cinematographic discourse. We 
will see further in chapter three how these three models relate to each 
other and activate the narrative flow, the temporal and spatial 
continuity of the visual experience that is cinema.  
Cinematographic	Discourse	
	 	 	
Sobchack (1992, p. 5) observes that “in search for rules and 
principles governing cinematic expression, most descriptions and 
reflections of classical and contemporary film theory have not fully 
addressed the cinema as life expressing life, as experience expressing 
experience”. This investigation is not seeking rules or principles 
governing the expression, but for links and connections between this 
life experience and the cinematographic expression. Thus, we aim to 
examine how the cinematographer expresses life in generating the 
cinematographic discourse. We will theorise that the cinematographer 
creates a shot on the film set for her/his cinematographic expression of 
the film script. These shots will become an evolving filmic world with 
a viewpoint of the fiction film, the expressed. The sequence of the 
human connection through fiction film can then be understood as the 
expresser expresses and creates the film that interacts with the viewer 
and results in the participation of the viewer with the narrative. What 
grounds this expressiveness in order for the film to be a vehicle for 
human communication? Roizman (interview, ICSC55201113) explains 
how cinematography is not governed by rules but by the freedom of 
expression. “I never thought of it (cinematography) in terms of the 
rules, at all. I wouldn’t even know how to begin if it was just rules. I 
thought it was about freedom of expression and expressing your 
interference to help tell the story.” Roizman explains further that this 
interference will be through collaboration with all the crewmembers 





communication of a film comes from one human to another human, 
from a film crew to the viewer, life experience to life experience. 
Watching a film then can become a life event. Now we will attempt to 
describe this layer of the image and its expressiveness, its modulating 
features.  
Visual narration has to be part of our vocabulary, so let us first 
define what we mean by narration before we can then specify what the 
visual part brings to it. Tom Gunning (1991, p. 391) defines narration 
as “both a story to be told and the telling of that story”. Then the action 
of filming could be defined as having a film script to be told and the 
telling of that story visually and aurally. Cinema is thus a sensuous 
medium that tells its story through images and sound; these are the 
elements that make up a fiction film. Bordwell (2007a, p. 110) writes: 
“Narration isn’t simply a window through which we watch a pre-
existing story that we might see from elsewhere”. Meaning that a film 
is not just a container seen from a certain window but an interactive 
medium that relates the story in different dimensions in the film. This 
correlates with the definition of narration for fiction film, as Bordwell 
explains, 
Fiction film is narrated through and through. Not just camera 
position but also the arrangement of figures in space, not just 
cutting but also the movements executed by the actors, and not 
just zoom shots but also lines of dialogue—everything, including 
the solid environment and behaviors we detect, is produced by 
the film’s narration. (Bordwell, 2007a, p. 110) 
Cinematographic	Discourse	
	 	 	
 Gunning (1991, p. 391) relates that the literary critic Genette 
analyses narrative from three perspectives: “the means of expression, 
the events conveyed by these means, and the act of enunciation that 
expresses them”. In the next chapter, we will explore these three 
perspectives, namely, the workings of the visual, the narration and the 
discourse. Translating these into the actions of the narration of a fiction 
film, we can find analogies with literary perspectives. The first 
perspective is the cinematography, the means of expression. The 
second perspective, the events conveyed, refers to the film script and 
the action of the film, the story.  
2.5 Cinematographic	 discourse	 and	 the	 viewer’s	
perception	
The third perspective, the enunciation or act of conversation, 
involves the way the film is perceived by the viewer, the 
cinematographic discourse. The three perspectives work together and 
none can be ignored if we want to narrate a visual story. Filmic 
technique belongs to the first category, the first dimension of the film. 
Applying the appropriate techniques, considering all the technical 
aspects of the film, will give it form. However, the meaning of these 
images is derived from the visual narrative construct when the shots are 
projected in sequence. The discourse comes from the third perspective 
and this is where the cinematographic expression expresses: the 
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connection with the viewer (Grau, interview, IMAGO2511201214). 
Gunning (1991, p. 391) also highlights the fact that the narrative 
discourse needs exploration into relationships between the levels “to 
describe any of these three aspects of narration necessarily involves 
another”. 
The reason why one of the key concepts of research into 
cinematography is the film’s perception is because cinematographers 
always have the discourse of the story in mind, the utterance of the film 
script. This dissertation’s focus is not on the film experience; that field 
of inquiry is beyond its scope. However, a study of cinematography 
cannot be carried out without addressing its effect on the audience. 
After all, filmmakers have the audience in their minds (Meers, 2004, p. 
6). There is an acceptance that watching a film is not a passive activity 
but a film experience—the viewer is an active participant in the film 
(Patrick, 2012, p. 127). Francesco Casetti (2008)  explains how there 
are two modes of the film experience, namely the fact of experience 
and the having of the experience. Firstly, the person learns something 
new, the facts and can create meaning from it. The second mode means 
that to experience something means that the viewer perceives a new 
reality in the first person. Casetti (2007, p. 10) compares this notion 
with the film experience: “the film aims to “fill the eyes” of the 
spectator, to solicit him sensually: the filmic experience mobilizes a 
perceptive intensity that allows the spectator to “immerse” him or 





that the viewer then creates a reflexive (the facts) and a projective 
(having) relationship with the film that leads the viewer to know the 
how and the what about the filmic world and the viewer’s place in it. 
What does that mean in relation to visual form, the cinematography of 
the film? 
This indicates that the understanding and involvement of the 
viewer with the events is not only through understanding—by 
cognizing the facts—nor just by filmic or real-life conventions, but by 
perceiving it; by having both the facts and the experience. It is not 
narrative comprehension that we look to define, but narrative 
perception. We will argue that the viewer lives the events and not just 
merely watches them. It is in these matters that we differ most from 
cognitive theory that proposes that the viewer keeps track of the facts. 
We argue that the viewer is also guided visually in space and time 
through the narrative, and perceives the story. It is not in memorising, 
but in the experience of seeing and participating that we need to see the 
effect of the cinematographic expression. It results in a 
cinematographic discourse between the viewer and the projected 
images. This causal visual narration is produced partly by the 
successive visual narrative constructs of a shot, as we will see. Because 
of the cinematographic discourse the viewer can build a relationship 
with the events and the characters of the film and participate in it. 
The relationship of the viewer with the film is key to the 
empathy of the viewer with the characters and lies in the psychological 
realm. Dawkins follows the thinking of Lacan on the division of 
The	Emotions	of	a	Lens	
	 63	
experience that is derived from three fundamental orders: The Real, the 
Imaginary, and the Symbolic. Roger Dawkins (2005, p. 329) relates in 
terms of cinema that it can be understood as follows: the Real means 
the truthful, like the stars in the sky; the Imaginary is the individual 
perception and the “Symbolic plays the role of generating relations in 
an individual’s life; it is like the wooden spoon that mixes the Real and 
Imaginary together”. This metaphor of a wooden spoon mixing the 
Real and the Imaginary together can be used to describe the 
cinematographic discourse, resulting in the generation of relationships. 
It also partly explains the effect of cinematography on the narrative 
discourse, which can result in establishing the relationship with the 
story. “All of our life experiences can be told through stories” (Shelley 
& DeWitt, 2007, p. 71). These orders of experience can be made 
analogous with the cinematographic expression in a purposeful way in 
order to visualize the relationship between the life experience of the 
film and the embodied (having) film experience of the viewer. Thus 
adding the emotional context of a film experience as John Dewey (1939, 
p. 37) states: “emotions are qualities, when they are significant, of a 
complex experience that moves and changes”. 
Basically, we can indicate that the Real refers to the what is: the 
actors, the sets, the props, the dialogue and so on. This is translated into 
the What is where in the cinematic space. The Imaginary indicates How 
these elements of the Real are being presented, the viewpoint in the 
cinematic space. It indicates the role and the position of the viewer with 
the narrative and the fictional world. The Symbolic is then the viewer’s 
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interaction with the Real and the Imaginary, resulting in the viewer’s 
participation with the film’s narrative. In our theoretical models we will 
argue that the combination of the position in the cinematic space and 
the moving viewpoint enables the viewer to have a relationship with the 
characters and events. The two modes relate to the different orders of 
experience described in the previous section, the first is the Real, the 
reflexive experience which we identified as being the What is where – 
the action of the story, the facts. The second mode, the Imaginary, is 
the How it is depicted and how it is perceived resulting in the projective 
experience. The third order, the Symbolic is what generates the 
relationship of the film with the viewer, the cinematographic discourse. 
These three orders together then result partly in the film experience that 
consists of the two modes of learning the facts and perceiving the facts. 
That is then what Sobchack (1992, p. 8) points out, “When we sit in a 
movie theatre and perceive the film as sensible, as making sense, we 
and the film before us are immersed in a world and in an activity of 
visual being”. To be immersed in this world, images have to open up a 
door through which the viewer can step in. “They (Hollywood films) 
were a door to the Other, to the Something Else” (Basinger, 1993, p. 5). 
The cinematographer’s role is to connect to the viewer through the 
perception of images, a chain of human communication, as Caroline 
Champetier stresses the importance of this force of the cinema. “Parce 
que je crois énormément à l’expérience humaine de la projection. 
Expérience humaine de la projection publique, je pense que c’est une 
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sensation extrêmement particulière que le cinéma offre quelque chose 
que peu d’autre art a offert” (Champetier, interview, ICSC55201115). 
Storaro says it differently, but indicates a similar interpretation of the 
cinematographic expression. “For me, it’s writing with light in the 
sense that I’m trying to express something that is inside of me” (Storaro 
in Schaefer et al., 1982, p. 15).  
These presuppositions about the cinematographic expression 
and the cinematographic discourse and the viewer’s participation in it 





























The magic of the film experience is partly of being in a different 
world; of feeling the chill of Charles Foster Kane’s enormous castle, 
Xanadu, or walking dreamingly with Maggie Cheung’s Mrs Chang 
through Hong Kong’s back alleys for a bowl of soup in the film In the 
Mood for Love (2000). These new friends are so dear to us that we 
laugh and cry together with them, all the while ignoring the fact that 
before entering the cinema theatre we had never heard of those people 
with their habits and stories. How to understand this powerful dramatic 
connection? A movie consists of still images projected at 24 or 25 
images per second (the rate is changing now to 50/60 i/s but the idea is 
the same), as flickering lights on a screen. The act of cinematography 
as described by Oughton and Jarry (2015, p. 3) is a “principal act of 
creation occurs at the time of image capture (shooting), and is most 
apparent in the space between ‘Roll Camera’ and ‘Cut’—the magic 
place where key creatives, technicians and actors combine to forge a 
cinematic narrative—one that relates to its audience with almost perfect 
meaning”. Where does this almost perfect meaning come from, why is 
it a magic place? The magical experience of being in a different world 
while one is in the cinema, and the role of cinematography in it, is not 
	
	 	 	
often discussed despite the fact that it is the raison d’etre for film 
enthusiasts to return to the cinema time and time again. Here we will 
start to examine the visual structure of the shot. Exploring how 
cinematography determines the visual narrative construct requires an 
exploration into the elements of the transformation of the film set into 
the resulting film shots and their interaction. Eisenstein (1929, p. 19) 
observes that “The shot is by no means a montage element. The shot is 
a montage cell”. This invites the question: what does this cell consist of? 
The interest lies not in the space used on the film set, the location 
where the camera and the actors are, but how that space is represented 
in the cinematic space from the position and the viewpoint of the 
viewer.  
For Julian Murphet (2017, p. 351) the answer lies in the 
becoming of the viewer and thus creating an experience in time that can 
only be achieved in cinema, through the technology of moving images 
“the ‘real becoming’ being fluid and continuous, the rational, artificial 
and technological reduction of it to equivalent sections is a traducement 
of everything organic and authentic in human experience”. The images 
that the viewer perceives are not the real actors on the set nor the props 
or any other attributes that belong to the film set. Singer (1998, p. 49) 
explains, “Though we have a direct bodily connection to the images 
that the camera enables a projection mechanism to flash before us, we 
have no such tie to the objects that have been photographed”. Then why 
do we engage with flat projected flickering images? The question goes 
beyond the communication of a story or theme; it is concerned with 
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cinematographic expression. The question posed here is concerned with 
that phenomenon; does cinematography create a cinematographic 
discourse with the viewer?  
In this chapter, we will argue that the meaning of the shot is 
partly derived from its visual form. This gives us an opportunity to look 
at the interaction between the visual narrative constructs of shots and 
the signification it carries (model one). The added properties of 
montage to the film, namely time and movement, have to be seen as the 
catalyst for the significance of the collision of the shots, resulting in the 
meaning of the film’s drama (model two). This will lead us to explore 
how the viewer participates in the film’s narrative (model three). 
3.2 The	shot:	the	visual	narrative	construct	
Erwin Panofsky (1934, p. 249) points out that the essence of 
film can be a trivial observation that seems easily forgotten, namely 
that the main quality of a narrative film is the “(d)ynamisation of space 
and, accordingly, spatialisation of time”. In this statement, we can 
distinguish the two main elements of the building blocks of the visual 
storytelling that is constructed with cinematography. The first element 
is the dynamisation of space: the action of the film set that becomes the 
characters’ space with a line of action, an axis line and an eye-line, 
which we will call cinematic space and its viewpoint. The second 
element, the spatialisation of time, refers to the shot, its internal time 
and its place in a sequence of shots. In the next part these two visual 
core elements of a shot, space and time, for which we coin the term 
visual narrative construct of a shot, will be defined in the theoretical 
	
	 	 	
model one. Three important facets of this visual narrative construct are 
frame, attention and the cinematic space. These facets correlate with the 
filmic tools, and thus these tools differentiate the visual narrative 
construct of a shot, it characterises the cinematographic expression. 
Therefore, these three facets are called the cinematographic 
differentials; frame, attention and cinematic space. Their specific role 
in the cinematographic expression will be further discussed in detail in 
this chapter. 
This first theoretical model seeks to explain how the visual 
narrative construct, carefully built on a film-set with filmic tools, by 
technological transformation through a lens, changes the perception of 
the viewer. It focuses on the system of meaning that is the result of the 
sculpting of light with those filmic tools. It explores why the 
cinematographer projects forward, first in her/his mind and then on the 
screen, the imaginary place of the fictional world to be perceived by the 
viewer (Van de Sande, interview, ICSC55201116). Siegfried Kracauer 
(1960) distinguishes the building blocks (actors etc.) from the results 
(the film). The materials a cinematographer works with are actors, 
locations, and real objects, and therefore the work is often confused as 
technical actions in contrast with creative artistic work. As Kracauer 
(1960, p. 157) explains: “These films organize the raw material to 
which they resort into some self-sufficient composition instead of 
accepting it as an element in its own right. In other words, their 





cinematic approach with its concern for camera-reality”. The 
cinematographer creates a new world with real world elements (Van de 
Sande, interview, ICSC55201117).  
This is understanding cinematography as a mediating agent that 
generates from the film set a shot that results in an expressive sensuous 
medium to be perceived. Arnheim (1959, p. 283) puts much weight on 
the perception of an object and its transformation through camera 
angles and lenses. “People who contemptuously refer to the camera as 
an automatic recording machine must be made to realize that even in 
the simplest photographic reproduction of a perfectly simple object, a 
feeling for its nature is required which is quite beyond any mechanical 
operation”. It is useful to distinguish between the act of recording and 
the process of creating visual meaning, to differentiate between 
recording the motion at 24/25 images per second and the writing with 
light, as Storaro calls it (Schaefer et al., 1982). The recording and 
technological aspects of creating the shots for a motion picture have to 
be taken into account in this discussion, more specifically the properties 
of cinematography. These are the means through which a real world, 
the film set, is transformed and transmitted through the use of lenses, 
lights and camera angles to construct visual narration that interacts with 











In Figure 1 we depict the first model that describes the working 
of the visual construct of one shot.  We theorise that there are two 
layers of meaning that determine the cinematographic discourse: one is 
through the content and the action of the story and the other is through 
the guidance of the eye, how and from where the viewer sees the story. 
This visual form is constructed with filmic tools and all the elements of 
the film set resulting in the visual narrative construct of a shot.  
The	Emotions	of	a	Lens	
	 73	
We identify three important components of visual construct of a 
shot that we name the cinematographic differentials: frame, attention 
and cinematic space. In a nutshell, it is how the visual form will frame 
and guide the attention and will position the viewer in the cinematic 
space of a shot. We will explain that the visual narrative construct 
consists of the components derived from the cinematographic 
differentials, which are dynamic in nature and correlate with the filmic 
tools. We theorise how the cinematic space and its viewpoint can carry 
the range of knowledge of the story, the content of what is where and 
the range of objectivity and subjectivity of the narration. The visual 
narrative construct then uses the viewpoint to indicate the position of 
the film viewer in relation to the action, in order to focalise the viewer; 
how it guides the eye, dreams up a space and lets the spectator enter it. 
Or opens up a Spielraum. As Walter Benjamin (1936, p. 680) stated: 
“by exploring common place milieus under the ingenious guidance of 
the camera; the film, on the one hand, extends our comprehension of 
the necessities which rules our lives, on the other hand, it manages to 
assure us of an immense and unexpected field of action [Spielraum]”. 
This guidance of the camera, as Benjamin calls it, is linked to the filmic 
tools, creating the shot’s internal time and its movement that influences 
the concepts, cinematic space and its viewpoint, carrying the narrative 
construct of a shot. Benjamin elaborates that before film all the spaces 
around us were closed and “Then came film and exploded this prison-
world with the dynamite of the split second, so that now we can set off 
calmly on journeys of adventure among its far-flung debris” (Benjamin, 
1936, p. 68). With the second model, we theorise how putting those 
	
	 	 	
shots in succession enables those perceptional journeys of adventure. 
All people involved in this process, the cast and crew, are firmly aware 
that these shots will be edited to form a movie, and that the sequence of 
the visual narrative constructs of the shots has an important role in the 
narrative’s continuity and development of the diegetic world. Harris 
Moore (1949, p. 3) calls it a graphic pattern “The film maker can also 
appeal to the emotions to reinforce and supplement the continuity of 
content by organizing the images in terms of a graphic continuity”. The 
camera then expresses the intention of the cinematographer.  
3.3 Cinematic	space	and	its	viewpoint	
The theoretical framework of cinematic space and its viewpoint 
is based on the creation, and subsequently the perception, of the 
cinematic space for each shot. It is seen by the spectators in their minds 
as a fictional world that makes sense to them and relates to seeing and 
perceiving the real world. “The world of a moving picture is screened” 
(Cavell, 1971, p. 305). It leads them to enter the fictional world and 
engage with the narrative. Film was a new medium and Moore (1949, p. 
6) states that it was, from the start, a form that gave the shot a 
significance. Stanley Cavell (1971, p. 309) also emphasises on the form 
of a shot “it provides, one might say, particular ways to get through to 
someone, to make sense; in art, they are forms, like forms of speech”. 
Cavell further argues that this form of communication, with moving 
images, was known to its creators from the start of cinema, they spoke 
the new medium and were understood.  
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Going back to Panofsky’s statement on the essence of moving 
pictures, we notice that the words “dynamisation” and “spatialisation” 
express an activation; this action happens during the production of a 
movie. A key objective of this description is to create analytic terms for 
critical analysis of the visual properties of a narrative film. The 
outcome of being moved, entertained, and being-with the events while 
watching a movie does not only happen by cognition of the facts. 
Neither is it learned by just understanding the narrative structure or by 
recognition of the viewer’s own world. The argument here is about this 
mode of seeing, by the perceptions of narrative fictional space and the 
characters and their action in it. The perception of depth and movement 
can create the cinematic space and thus carry the visual narrative 
construct of a shot.  
The analysis of the perception of form and its significance will 
take place in three stages. We start with a description of filmic tools, 
followed by identification of important aspects of the cinematographic 
differentials relevant for the film participation, namely attention, frame 
and cinematic space. That will lead us to show how the visual narrative 
construct of shots becomes the filmic narrator. The emphasis of this 
inquiry is on the relationship between the material process of sensuous 
articulation and more broadly how a vocabulary is needed to name the 
building blocks that make up a shot. Bordwell (1977, p. 20) explains 
that the concept of ‘camera movement’ is not derived from critical 
theory but exists because of a mixture of technical jargon and critical 
parlance. “The very notion camera already situates us not before the 
	
	 	 	
cinema screen, but in a film studio, in production surroundings which 
include a mechanism called a camera”. Thus, we want a terminology 
linked to critical concepts derived from critical theory that helps to 
express the validation of moving images and their cognitive and 
affective impact on the audience. Insufficient concepts such as 
aesthetics or style or camera movement in film studies need a more 
refined and precise language. Analysing the actions and facts of the 
camera, lights, actors, and locations on the set does not explain the 
perception of the film on the screen. To use the description of the 
camera and its position and action as it happens on the film-set is 
irrelevant to the critical concepts. The sum of these filmic techniques 
that result in the storytelling aspects of the images on the screen needs 
to be conceptualized.  
 Conceptualizing	the	cinematic	space	3.3.1
Let us consider the cinematic space as a narrative construct for 
the film experience. We start with Benjamin’s observation on the 
unconscious optical observation of the dual analytic concepts, namely 
time and space.  
By exploring commonplace milieus under the ingenious guidance 
of the camera, the film, on the one hand, extends our 
comprehension of the necessities which rule our lives; on the 
other hand, it manages to assure us of an immense and 
unexpected field of action. (Benjamin, 1936, p. 680)  
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This field of action is aligned with the camera, resulting in a 
shot that depicts a space. That might give us a platform for the critical 
analysis of a film. The question now posed is: what is this field of 
action? Is it one continuous space? In film, we understand and perceive 
the diegetic world from a certain angle and within a frame. Through 
dynamisation of the film set by means of mise-en-scene and camera 
choices, the filmmaker creates the cinematic space that is embedded in 
its time, the shot. Each shot has its own time-space facets that will give 
it its own narrative construct. The main aim of using filmic tools is to 
express the story in the script (Neyman, interview, ICSC55201118). 
Characters in the movie and their actions, where it is staged and then 
how it is filmed, carry the visual narrative (Nannuzzi, interview, 
IMAGO2511201219). This relationship between film set and the shot is 
crucial in understanding the perception of that shot by the viewer; how 
it expresses the story of the script and how it translates into the visual 
components of a shot. These shots are typically created one by one, in 
discontinuous order on a film set. In addressing the cinematic space as 
being different from the film set, we purposely differentiate between 
those two elements. We will argue that those spaces are not only totally 
different, but are both necessary to generate the visual filmic narration 
of the shot. As actors move in a real film set, the characters in a shot are 
moving in a cinematic space. This new space is constructed by the 






medium and later gets projected in a movie theatre (or other space or 
format). Actors, humans of flesh and blood, move on a film set by 
centimetres and metres, but characters are far or close in the cinematic 
space. This transformation happens through the lens as the filmic tools 
shape the cinematographic differentials that make up the shot. If we 
were to measure the centimetres that the actors moved in the film set 
and then measure them on the screen, the outcome would differ. This 
might seem like a trivial, banal observation but it indicates another fact, 
namely that the cinematic space is not the same as the film set and that 
is crucial to understanding the impact of filmic technique on the 
meaning of an appearance and the perception of objects.  
Arnheim (1959) makes it crystal clear. As an example, he 
describes the movement of a railway engine coming towards the viewer, 
or in other words towards the camera. The viewer perceives a dramatic 
change in the shape of the locomotive as it becomes bigger and starts to 
fill the frame, a dynamic dilation towards the margins of the screen. 
The engine of course has not changed shape; its image on the screen 
changed. The image changed according to the camera position. “Thus, 
the apparent alteration in the size of an object which in reality remains 
the same size enhances its actual activity, and thus helps the film artist 
to interpret the impact of that impact visually” (Arnheim, 1959, p. 288). 
The visual narrative construct of a shot—cinematic space and 
its viewpoint—that is no longer related to the physical camera but to 
the spectator’s perception of the images projected, is the core of 
cinematography. Actors inhabit a film set and characters inhabit a 
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cinematic space; they belong together because without the first the 
second would not exist, but they are very different from each other. The 
perception and the virtual relationship of the spectator with the 
characters will be directly related to the cinematic space. The creation 
of that cinematic space is the core task of the cinematographer and the 
main reason for the use of filmic tools. For model one, we focus on the 
single shot, but note that the cutting and editing of the various shots has 
a role to play due to the spatialisation of time and the dynamisation or 
movement of spaces. The creation of the illusionist images projected 
onto screen narrates, which in its turn gives a perspective, body and 
space to the viewer as explained by Juhani Pallasmaa (2013, p. 87) 
“The cinematic frame condenses the narrative while the painterly image 
projects it. In a masterful painting, the lens of the eye is left open 
indefinitely, whereas great films open the lens of our hearts”. The space 
on a film set (specifically the space between the characters and how 
that relates to the camera, the representation through the lens and 
camera position in regard to the objects on the film-set) will translate 
into a participation of the spectator as the story unfolds. Many film 
scholars discussing the merits of film compared to theatre, or arguing 
why film is also art, point out that the mise-en-scene of the characters is 
not based on a physical stage with boundaries, (cote court and jardin), 
with doors that open and close at fixed places in regard to the 
characters on stage but also in regard to the spectator (Allen, 1997). 
This is one carrier of the narrative construct of the shot: the orientation 
in space as perceived is very different from the film set but also a 
crucial one as it will have a huge impact on the position of the viewer. 
	
	 	 	
The workings of the visual narrative construct of the cinematic space 
and its impact on the narration through spatial cues will be further 
explored in this chapter. For now, let us examine the impact of the 
camera’s perspective and its role in the focalization of the spectator and 
how that will give rise to the spectator’s viewpoint. 
 Conceptualizing	the	viewpoint	3.3.2
The mise-en-scene of a film-set and the camera position in 
relation to them is only part of the enunciation of a shot. The inner lives 
of the characters have to become known to the viewer because the film 
needs to not only narrate the story line and the actions of the characters, 
but also the corresponding emotions. The filmmaker wants the 
audience to bond with the characters and the viewer wants to feel with 
the characters, and become immersed into their world. Willis describes 
it as the painting of images in the dark. In an interview with Fauer he 
said, “What a cinematographer does is probably being a visual 
psychiatrist. We move an audience around as we see fit at given times, 
painting pictures in the dark, kind of like a dream maker” (Willis in 
Fauer, 2008, p. 300). It is manifested by films that Willis shot, such as 
The Godfather (1971) in which we can clearly feel the hand of the 
visual psychiatrist and thus the transposition of the written word into 
visual storytelling on the screen. The term visual storytelling describes 
neatly what the effect of the shots is on the audience. That, however, 
does not suffice to describe and name in detail what cinematography 
does in order for its audience to move around in the cinematic world; 
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another set of analytic concepts is needed. At this stage, it is useful to 
point out a second aspect of the core of the movement in film: not only 
do the characters and the sets move, but so does the viewer. Even when 
seated in the movie theatre, the characters on the screen move and the 
viewer moves in reaction to the perception of those images. The camera 
perspective, the axis of action and the eye-line will allow for the 
focalization of the spectator, a concept that from now on will be 
referred to as viewpoint. For the viewer to feel the viewpoint, the actors 
are choreographed on the film set, in space and in focus distance with a 
certain lens and camera position. Because this physical spacing is 
universally understood by all humans as we project the shot onto a flat 
two-dimensional screen (even 3D is projected on a flat 2D screen) we 
are not projecting 2D representation, but rather the spaces that the 
characters inhabit from a certain viewpoint. This is created by the 
manipulation of filmic tools and it gives rise to the cinematographic 
differentials: attention, frame and cinematic space on the screen. As 
elaborated in a later section, these cinematographic differentials will 
express the story visually and affect the emotional impact on the viewer. 
Gibbs and Pye state that: “Each decision made in relation to the 
multiple patterns being built up across the film develops the narrative 
and thematic web. Every shot is a view of something, every cut is from 
a specific view to another” (Gibbs & Pye, 2005, p. 10). 
Indeed, every shot is a view of something that is crucial to our 
understanding of the visual construct of the shot. That is, the making of 
a cinematic space (in time) and how it is cut from one space to another 
	
	 	 	
to express the filmic narration and places the spectator in a different 
place in the cinematic space. We will first identify some filmic tools 
used by the cinematographer on the film set. A limited selection of 
filmic tools is necessary because the purpose is to analyse their impact 
and not to teach cinematography. The aim is to demonstrate how 
selected filmic tools give rise to cinematographic differentials, creating 
a specific cinematic space and a certain viewpoint for each and every 
shot, and the spatialisation of time, that together, with space and time 
and viewpoint, leads to the narrative construct of a shot. For a more 
developed approach it is necessary to explore this important notion of 
cinematic space and its viewpoint, which will be broken down into 
some filmic properties that will lead to the description of analytic terms. 
This examination does not look at the how but at the why of 
cinematography, from the intent of the shot, its form in time, its place 
in the film and the perception of it by the viewer from a specific 
viewpoint. In order to outline the impact of cinematography on the 
visual experience of a film, it is necessary to identify the vital aspects 
of the cinematographic differentials that help construct the visual 
understanding of a shot, namely attention, frame and cinematic space 
with its viewpoint. These three facets of the visual narrative construct 
vary according the usage of the filmic tools. Manipulation of the filmic 
tools gives rise to the cinematographic differentials that carry the visual 
narrative construct of a shot. Therefore, it is useful to describe certain 




Laszlo Kovacs, the cinematographer of Easy Rider and many 
other movies, explains that his choice of filmic tools for a particular 
shot, even if it is a technical choice, it still is an artistic decision. 
It is a very mechanical thing but it points out a major artistic 
question: how do you use your tools? I’m talking about lens, 
camera movement, composition, different lighting equipment. It’s 
how you combine all those elements into an effort to put what 
you want on the screen that makes the difference.               
(Kovacs in Schaefer & Salvato, 1984, p. 175)  
In this section only the filmic tools related to the properties of a 
lens will be described to link their technical properties with the 
cinematographic expression and their role in the viewer’s participation 
with the narrative. These are focal length, focus distance and depth of 
field. The exclusion of other filmic tools such as camera movement, 
light, colour, contrast and so on does not implicate a hierarchy of 
importance or a personal preference for only the three chosen. The 
selected tools are all closely related to the camera lens and the camera 
position in the set-space. 
 Properties	of	a	lens:	the	eye	of	the	viewer	3.4.1
The lens perspective partly determines the sense of space of the 
shot. A lens has the very important role of filtering, bending and 
	
	 	 	
controlling the light passing through it, which creates the images on the 
film-plane. The human field of vision forward facing is almost 180 
degrees. Film lenses can range from two degrees to 80 degrees and this 
changes the way the camera sees things compared to normal human 
perception. Lens perspective can give a totally different impression of 
space; for example, the very wide perspective and distorted view 
resulting from the use of a fish-eye lens. On a film set there is normally 
a wide choice of lenses with different focal lengths, or a zoom lens, 
depending on the budget and artistic choices made during 
preproduction. Much thought goes into the selection of the lenses, 
considering the content of the shot, the action, the script, location, its 
order in the storyboard and the expression of the shot (Grau, interview,  
IMAGO2511201220). So, in order to be able to proceed, some of its 
basic properties need to be explained. Because this is not a technical 
manual the explanation is limited in scope, and will only mention the 
relevant concepts for this discussion. It does not aim to be complete or 
exhaustive. 
 Focal	length,	creating	a	new	world	3.4.2
The focal length of an optical system is a measure of how 
strongly the system converges (focuses) or diverges (defocuses) light. 
A system with a shorter focal length has greater optical power than one 
with a long focal length; that is, it bends the rays more strongly, 





determines the magnification at which it images distant objects. 
Camera lens focal lengths are usually specified in millimetres (mm). 
An observer viewing a scene sees it in perspective i.e. the relationship 
of size, shape and distance. Perspective only changes with one’s 
location relative to the subject. If we try to fill the frame with the same 
subjects using both a short focal length lens and long focal length lens, 
then perspective changes, because the camera has to move closer or 
further away from the subject. The wide-angle lens exaggerates or 
stretches perspective, whereas the telephoto lens compresses or flattens 
perspective. 
Still of shot 1A 28-mm, 09 m  






In shot 1A a shoulder-shot of the woman was made with a 
28mm lens with the camera at 0.9 m distance. In shot 1B we see a 
similar shoulder-shot of the woman and her space with a laundry basket 
and a curtain in the background. The latter shot was taken with a 
100mm lens with the camera at 3.2 m distance. The objects in the 
background did not move in relation to the woman on the sofa, but 
because of the different lens perspective the viewer perceives more of 
the room in shot 1A than in shot 1B. The elements in the background 
become more important and are more visible because of the wider 
perspective. This takes away some of the attention from the girl 
towards the other objects in the room. The viewer feels her presence 
more as in the room in the shot recorded with the 28mm than in the 
shot of the 100mm lens. The filmic tools changed are the focal length 
and the focus distance. The effect of changing the focal length and the 
focus distance is a different viewer’s perception of the actress and the 
room. The role of focal length in the creation of the film set into the 
cinematic space is a crucial tool as explained by cinematographer Theo 
Van de Sande, ASC.  
When we make an image, that image is a part of a new reality 
that you create in the story, not only the story, but also the space 
that you create, if you use wide angles you create another world, 
so it’s related to elements of the other world but it is a new world. 





For each shot set up, a conscious selection of the focal length 
will be made. Most cine-lenses used on a film-set are called “fixed 
focal lens” or “prime lens”, which have only one focal length. A zoom 
lens can change its focal length, for example “zooming in” means 
altering the focal length from a short lens (wide perspective) to a long 
lens (tele perspective). An interesting phenomenon occurs when 
combining the changing of the focal length and the tracking of the dolly 
in the opposite direction. The lens is zoomed in at the same time as the 
dolly moves out. This will result, if very well executed, in the same 
frame but the perspective of the shot will change. That will create a 
strange sensation in the viewer, who will not really notice a lot 
happening to the main characters, as they stay shown in the same frame 
size, but the background will change according to the focal length. The 
famous tower scene shot by cinematographer Burks for the film Vertigo 
(1958) illustrates the interplay between the immediate perception of the 
focal length and the narrative relationship. When the hero of the movie, 
John Scottie Ferguson, goes up the steep stairs of the church tower to 
save the subject of his love he is overcome by fear, even more so 
because he suffers from acrophobia. Richard Allen describes the 
meaning of this famous vertigo shot.  
Hitchcock embodies for the spectator the visceral experience of 
Scottie’s acrophobia in the combination zoom in/track out point-
of-view shot. Through camera movement and zoom the film 
experience of falling creates an effect that evokes the fear and the 
widening of the gap between Scottie and Madeleine. (Allen, 2016) 
	
	 	 	
 The visual effect of that shot illustrates the important spatial 
relationship of the zoom in/dolly out phenomenon on the film set and 
the properties of the lens for the cinematic space in producing the visual 
narrative of a film shot. The technical term in the professional world to 
describe this technique of zoom in/track out on a film set is ‘zolly’ 
combining the words ‘zoom’ and ‘dolly’. The filmic narrative in 
Vertigo created by the zolly technique was used to create a point of 
view. The resulting visual effect illustrates Scottie’s acrophobia. It is 
important to differentiate the dynamisation on the film set, in this case 
the zolly in the tower staircase, from the cinematic space of the shot, in 
this case the point of view shot of Scottie’s fear of heights. This 
demonstrates the effect produced by the intercutting of the shots 
between the point of view and Scottie’s reaction on what he sees. Here 
there is a fundamental issue; the viewer seated in the chair in front of 
the screen has a shifting role in this story. What the viewer sees is more 
than information, because as Sabine Schlickers (2009) explains, the 
perspective and the flow of information keeps changing incessantly and 
hardly ever remains constant over a longer period of time. Moreover, 
pieces of visual and acoustic information can be concordant or 
discordant and likewise, discrepancies regarding information can be 
created among the various characters. Schlickers (2009, p. 245) goes 
back to the unit of the shot and its meaning: she notes “only the 
selection and composition of the individual shots and takes or rather the 
mise-en-scene create the meaning of the filmic narration”. This is 
crucial to understanding that the composition of each and every shot 




Another property of the lens is the focus distance. The human 
eye tends to see everything in focus where our attention is directed. The 
lens of the eye focuses the light onto the retina in the back of the eye 
where a signal gets sent through the optic nerve to the visual cortex in 
the brain. Thus our minds sharpen onto certain objects of our interest 
(Goodale, 1992). We focus our eyes through the mind on the objects 
that needs to be seen in sharp definition. When a person’s attention is 
directed towards an object, the brain instructs the muscles controlling 
the lens to focus on that object (Chen, 2017). So, the human eye acts 
like an automatically focussing camera (although what the brain does 
with the image involves some complex processing). In order to have 
the same effect with an image on a screen, we can set the lens to a 
certain focus distance to isolate and focus onto the desired object. 
Every cinema lens has a focus ring with marks that indicates the focus 
distance, in metres or in feet, from a minimum distance to infinity.  
The cinematographer, in collaboration with the director, will 
decide where the focus will be for a certain shot (Brugman, interview, 
IMAGO2511201222). The focus will very often shift during the shot, if 
the actor comes closer to the lens, and in order for him/her to be sharp 
throughout the length of the shot, the focus puller (first assistant camera) 
will adjust the focus ring to ensure that the moving actor will remain 





object to another if new information needs to be revealed or there is a 
narrative motivation. As demonstrated in the stills below, the focus is 
on the objects on the shelf, (a), and then shifts to the character behind 
the shelf as seen in still (b). Brown (2002, p. 12) points out that until 
1960 the common idea of the use of this filmic tool was that everything 
important should be in focus. It was not until 1980 that the focus pull 

















Changing the focus from one object to another during the shot is 
called a focus pull, focus shift or racking the focus. This tends to have a 
deliberately storytelling aspect to guide the eye of the spectator towards 
another element in the set-scene and that element then gains narrative 
signification. Lisa Rinzler explains that for the most part it should be 
unnoticeable but can have a big impact on directing the viewer’s 
attention. “I do like a specific psychological focus shift, it’s like saying, 
“look here, look there” (Rinzler in LoBrutto, 1999, p. 214). The focus 
is a powerful tool for spatializing time in a movie; it renders the film 
set into perceptual time slots, giving viewers hints but leaving them 
also reassessing their perceived world again and again. The focus leads 
the attention of the viewer in time to certain elements in the frame. The 
viewer walks through the cinematic space with the focused characters, 
places and events. The cinematographer points to the meaningful parts 
of the film set, causing a succession of in and out of focus images to be 
perceived and assembled in the viewer’s mind (van de Sande, interview, 
ICSC55201123).  
This play of focus was used strategically by Doyle in his work 
on In the Mood for Love (2000). The film displays a poetic love story 
between two wronged partners, who then subsequently fall for each 
other. The film tells the tale of the love affair of the spouses but does 





are there but not in focus. Bettinson (2004) explains that by putting the 
focus on Su, who stands with her back towards the viewer, Su remains 
solid in the centre even we do not see her face. 
In the Mood for Love displays a striking alternative when Su 
(Maggie Cheung) is upbraided by her landlady. While Su, the 
back-to-camera figure, dominates the centre foreground in sharp 
focus, the landlady delivers her lecture in a shadowy haze. Wong 
here reverses the traditional centre of interest in the OTS (over 
the shoulder) schema, throwing emphasis on the foreground agent. 
(Bettinson, 2004, p. 5)  
The audience feels the reception of the landlady’s rant; the 
image is violent and poetic at the same time, it matters and it doesn’t, it 
is real and it is unreal. Doyle pushes the envelope even further when he 
blurs certain scenes completely with only a gradation of out-of-focus, 
but nothing that is supposed to be the main focus is really sharp. For 
example, when Su walks down the corridor to get some noodles, this 
out of focus shot evokes a dreamy poetic movement that relates to her 
state of mind—she is not focused on the errand and neither is the 
viewer. The distinction between our main subject, Su, and the crowd at 
the food stall, is perceived through contrast and light. Additionally, the 
main storyline of the two worlds, the woman and the man, that would 
be made to merge through focus, is already evoked through the use of 
the focus distance. Because of the graphic line that places them 
distinctively in two separate places there is desire and longing, but the 





Film projected onto a screen is in essence flat, but the audience 
does not perceive it as flat. “The very fact that we call one object in the 
projected image apparently close to or far away from another implies 
that there is some kind of mental translation of the two-dimensional 
image into three-dimensional terms” (Mast, 2009, p. 301). This three-
dimensional illusion is achieved partly because of the sizes of the 
objects and how they are placed in relationship to each other, and what 
focal length the objects are filmed with. With a longer lens the objects 
appear more of the same size due to the perspective, and also because 
of the depth of field. The portion of the image that falls on the image 
plane and is within the circle of confusion is called depth of field. 
“Circle of confusion is defined as the largest blurred point of light that 
will be perceived as a point by the human eye. The circle of confusion 
is basically a measure of how large the projected image of a true point 
source can be before it is considered to be unacceptably out of focus” 
(Brown, 2002, p.54). He further explains that the depth of field is a 
plane of focus perpendicular to the optical axis, where objects are 
focused to acceptable sharpness. In other words, it is the space in depth 
that is in focus. The technical properties a cinematographer will 
manipulate to create the desired depth of field are: focal length, 
aperture (F- stop), focus distance and the circle of confusion. 
	
	 	 	
During the pre-production of a shoot, the depth of field will be 
decided by the cinematographer while designing the shots (Chevrin, 
interview, IMAGO2511201224). The focal length, the aperture, the 
focus distance and the circle of confusion are therefore important filmic 
tools as they determine the size and kind of the cinematic space in 








The couple in figure 4 are seen by the viewer in their intimate 
bubble, but the surroundings are just sharp enough to distinguish an out 
of focus man in the background. His presence is perceived but he is 
excluded from their moment.  
A useful example of the usage of depth of field can be found in 
The Shining (1980); the depth of field is often very large, showing more 







article that in Kubrick’s work, the relation between characters and the 
spaces they inhabit is more than just physical, as it effectively plays a 
role in characterization and in enacting certain tensions among 
characters. There is even a tinge of determinism, as the physical space 
inhabited by a character will often shape her/his actions, as if confined 
to perpetually playing role. The relationship between the set-scene 
(space) and the dynamism of that space is strongly related to the depth 
of field of the character-space. The use of the filmic tool depth of field 
is a crucial element in creating narrative space and the characters in it. 
Stephen King’s novel enacts the dissolution of the nuclear family from 
within, through the Gothic scenario of the Overlook Hotel, one of the 
most horrifying spaces in recent American horror literature. 
In the case of The Shining, the three main characters (Jack, his 
wife, Wendy, and their five-year old son, Danny) find themselves 
alone in a space that is too large for themselves, a space that they 
cannot make sense of due to their class status and ignorance of 
the past. (Groppo, 2006, p.3).  
In this film, part of the horror is the hotel space itself. The 
cinematographer John Alcott used this to evolve from homely to 
monstrous to oppressive and finally fatal. His use of depth of field 
changes with the movement and the timing of the shot. Starting out 
with a large depth of field, everything is in focus with slow movements, 
evolving into fast pacing (who does not remember those famous fast 
tracking corridor shots with Danny’s tricycle?) and still a large depth of 
field then into a small depth of field with swaying camera moves 
	
	 	 	
following the disputing couple. An interesting choice happens in the 
final scene in the snowed-in labyrinth outside of the hotel. Because of 
the mist, the depth of field of the lens blurs into the smoke and the 
backlight. The space becomes sharp and out of focus at the same time, 
very present but very difficult to read, producing an almost dreamlike 
but horrendous space from where escape is impossible. The set of the 
snowed-in labyrinth was built in a soundstage and had only five 
windows. Kubrick reinvented the film set for each shot’s cinematic 
space to narrate the turning of the corners, the running down the aisles 
with very restricted space, and to keep the chase of father and son going 
as an eternal quest. 
3.5 Cinematographic	Differentials	of	filmic	technique	
The use of filmic tools described above (focal length, focus 
distance and depth of field) determines the visual expressions of a shot 
through the cinematographic differentials: frame, attention and 
cinematic space. As previously discussed, the main elements of the 
visual narrative constructs are those cinematographic differentials. The 
viewer perceives the differentials; not the filmic technique used to 
construct them. Lisa Rinzler calls it quiet photography “Not to say as a 
cinematographer, ‘look at me, I did this. I can use this type of light or 
crane or type of smoke’ but to serve the emotions of the story” (Rinzler 
in LoBrutto, 1999, p.225).  
The relationship between the filmic tools and the 
cinematographic differentials is dynamic. These cinematographic 
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differentials influence one another, and although no clear line of 
separation exists, it creates a distinction that serves our analytical 
purpose. There is however a clear distinction between the filmic tools 
and their implications on the one hand, and the differentials and their 
meaning on the other hand. Filmic technique is used on the film set to 
create shots for the film that will characterise the cinematographic 
differentials that together will result in the visual narrative construct of 
a shot that, in relation to the shot before and after, will result in 
storytelling moving images. Because of the dynamic nature of film and 
the spatialisation of time, these differentials are constantly moving and 
changing, eliciting a dynamic emotional affect. 
 Attention,	the	pathways	of	the	brain	3.5.1
The film artist has the best possible control of his audience’s 
attention; for by placing the camera just where he wishes he 
brings onto the screen whatever is of greatest importance at the 
time, and is able to give proper significance to objects without 
there being any need for the flower to call out Now look at me. 
(Arnheim, 1959, p.91). 
Kandel (2012, p.282) describes the building blocks of the 
perception of shapes in his highly informative book The Age of Insight. 
The term attention in the visual brain needs some clarification. Recent 
studies on the working of the brain reveal that humans scan an image; 
that is, human vision does not work like an analogue camera. “The 
visual system can pick and choose and discard information, which 
	
	 	 	
neither a camera nor a computer can” (Kandel, 2012, p.261). People 
cannot look at a whole face at once, instead they scan quickly to find 
crucial information and then pay attention to certain stimuli. These 
movements of the eyes are called saccades and they serve two purposes, 
firstly, to be able to see the image fully as the scanning happens so fast 
that it feels as if we see the whole picture. The second purpose is to 
enable the fovea to explore the environment and is crucial for making 
vision possible; if we did not scan the image, it would fade away. In 
between the scans there are short fixation periods, during which we 
consciously take in what we see. How do we organize this information? 
Simply stated, people segregate information in the visual cortex into 
two pathways; the what pathway and the where pathway (Kandel, 2012, 
p.235). The what pathway carries information related to the 
identification of people, objects, scenes and colour. The where pathway 
is dedicated to motion, where an object is located and how it moves in 
three-dimensional space, it is more sensitive and responds to contrast 
(Kandel, 2012, p.283). How is the information of the two pathways 
combined? The coordination of these two pathways happens through 
attention. Kandel (2012, p. 284) explains, “The models that our brains 
construct about the world animate our visual attention on a moment-by-
moment basis. (…) Attention is driven by a variety of cognitive factors, 
including intention, interest, previous knowledge recalled through 
memory, context, unconscious motivation, and instinctual urges”. 
Kandel (2012) explains further in the chapter on the creative brain that 
artists and scientists are reductionist; they want to make sense of the 
world but have different ways of knowing. While scientists will make 
The	Emotions	of	a	Lens	
	 99	
models of elementary features of the world to be tested and formulated, 
artists will create models of the world through subjective impressions 
of the ambiguous reality that they encounter in their everyday lives. 
This work method will result in: “It is this modelling capability that 
makes possible both the artist’s creation of a work of art and the 
beholder’s re-creation of it” (Kandel, 2012, p.449). 
Cinematographers as artists use the same processes, 
instinctively or purposely, to draw attention to storytelling aspects of 
the shot (Grau, interview, IMAGO2511201225). Bailey explains that the 
tools used are of no interest the technique is not the essence of 
cinematography but “insofar as you use those things to bring forward 
and illuminate an emotional, moral or dramatic state—that’s important 
to talk about” (Bailey in LoBrutto, 1999, p.92). The viewers, or the 
beholders as Kandel names them, can re-create the shots in the mind.  
We draw a cinematic analogy of the way of seeing of the brain 
in regard to the pathways of the brain and the organisation of elements 
in a shot. The visual narrative construct of a shot can also be partly 
explained as what and where in relation to what the viewer is 
perceiving during the shot in that exact moment. For the audience to 
understand and feel the dramatic importance, the shot has to be 
designed to deliver the narrative essence of that moment in the film. 
One of the crucial properties that can be achieved by the use of the 





meaningful action, objects, and other narrative parts. The movement of 
characters (the where pathway) will alert the attention of the viewer, the 
identification of characters (the what pathway) will also alert the 
attention. Cinematography is thus concerned with the form in space, 
what is where, and very importantly, how it is changing from the 
viewer’s perspective. Kandel further explains that the creative process 
in the artist’s brain parallels the creative operations of every human 
brain in everyday life. The cinematographer will draw upon her/his life 
experience to give a visual narrative structure of those changing forms 
and space to each shot in relation to the meaning of the shot in the story. 
Conrad Hall says, “When I’m in a story, I’m just pulling out from my 
experience” (Hall in LoBrutto, 1999, p.3). As testified by many other 
cinematographers, they often create from their intuition and seek 
inspiration from their own lives (Heywegen, 2009, p. 49). The filmic 
tools then used to film these forms in cinematic spaces will determine 
at what time and how the viewer’s attention is drawn. Because of the 
movement of that information, the dynamic nature of form and space, 
that information becomes storytelling form in the viewer’s mind. 
Cinematography has thus the capacity to change form and space 
according the underlying narrative. It mimics our understanding of the 
perception of the dynamic perception of form and shape in real life. It 



























An example of a moving shot with changing visual properties to 
manipulate the viewer’s attention is shown in Figure 5. It demonstrates 
how the filmic tools serve the guidance of the eye. The shot consists of 
a camera movement starting with a close up of family pictures then 
moving to show small statuettes. Then the out of focus movement in 
the background draws the viewer’s attention to the right-hand corner, 
the focus distance is shifted to the woman approaching; she is now in 
focus and can be seen. The shot ends with a close-up of the woman 
taking the inkpot from the shelf. The attention of the viewer is carefully 
manipulated; it serves to introduce the woman and her habitat.  
Benjamin (1936, p. 680) wonders about how we all know what 
it feels like to pick up a lighter but we know almost nothing about how 
the lighter feels in the hand and even less about how this changes 
depending the various moods we can be in. “The camera introduces us 
to unconscious optics as does psychoanalysis to unconscious impulse”. 
In other words, manipulation of the filmic tools can guide the eye of the 
viewer and reveal the optical unconscious to the audience. The tools 
give the image a dynamic form that guides the attention. The sensation 
of, let us say an arriving car, can be signalled suddenly or slowly, 
abruptly or announced, to make the action of the car suspenseful or an 
ordinary fact. The images of the arriving of the car will be designed to 
elicit the required film participation, how it comes into frame and how 
it goes out, where the spectator is in the cinematic space and where the 
car is in the cinematic space in relation to the spectator. All that 
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information, visual and cognitive, will come together to draw the 
spectator’s attention and add meaning to the dramatic action. 
 Framing	the	cinematic	world	3.5.2
In cinema, the frame is a rectangle, while other art forms can 
have ovals, or triangles or other shapes. The aspect ratio of an image 
determines the exact relationship between its height and width. A ratio 
of 1:1 means they are equal and therefore the image will be square. 
Over the years, the aspect ratio has changed from 1:1.17 in the early 
films to 1:1.85, a very common North American (USA) ratio. Now the 
ratio is often 1:1.77. However, with the introduction of 4K digital 
formats the ratio 1:1.85 has become popular again. Some genres have 
their preferred ratios, such as the Italian Western with widescreen ratios 
such as 2.35:1. Different reasons will influence the choice of ratio, such 
as artistic, commercial, genre, and other concerns. The desired aspect 
ratio will be decided during the pre-production of the film shoot as it 
will influence the breakdown of the shots, set design and mise-en-scene.  
Brown (2002, p. 22) describes the following different frames and calls 
them building blocks, and as there are many terms in the professional 
field, depending on countries and language, we will adopt his 
terminology. He makes a distinction between shots of an object and 
shots of characters. Because humans can be described with their body-
parts, head, shoulders etc. and objects differ in form and size. Table 2 


































Framing helps to create visual metaphors through placement of 
characters and objects and confines the cinematic space. The close-up, 
for example of a character, will indicate that the filmmaker wants to fill 
the frame almost fully with the face and nothing but the face. The 
narrative will call for that close-up in analogy to the importance of the 
face in the story, to give the viewer information. However, besides the 
size of the object in the frame, the narrative will also call for a certain 
emotion to be attached to that face and the cinematic world that is being 
evoked within the boundaries of the frame. The filmic tools used to 
frame the close–up such as lens, distance camera height etc. will be 
crucial to differentiate that frame. As discussed in the section on focal 
length, we can frame a close-up using different filmic tools. We can 
choose to go close to the character and use a wide-angle lens or we can 
go further away and use a long lens; in both cases, we will have framed 
a close-up but it will be perceived differently by the viewer. The frame 
is a powerful differential; besides the technical fact of including objects 
and parts of objects in front of the lens to be seen within the frame, it 
also excludes other elements that are not seen during that shot. A 
narrative film is more than a reproduction of sharply described events. 
Victor Perkins (2005, p. 22) states that film drama is more than a 
succession of events and to use a cause-effect-approach can confine us 
to a mechanistic view, not only of human affairs but of narrative as 
well. He elaborates that, “The world is everything (in space and in time) 
surrounding and embedding our immediate perceptions. There is 
always an out-of-sight just as there is always an off-screen”. There is a 
The	Emotions	of	a	Lens	
	 107	
fictional world outside the frame in the spectator’s mind. As Chevrin 
posits, “For me, cinema is out of frame and in the dark.” (interview, 
IMAGO2511201226). Meaning that it all sums up in the spectator’s 
mind. The creative brain makes up an invisible world and combines it 
with the visible world. For example, when shooting and setting up for a 
certain shot, only those elements will be included in the frame that 
suggest a certain cinematic space to the viewer. It will exclude all the 
foreign elements such as lights, dolly, all the crew and equipment. 
Furthermore, very often the set-scene will be designed just for that shot 
and reconstructed for the next shot. The moving of walls, props, and so 
on are done for each and every shot. This is done for the technical 
continuity of the viewers’ impression of a certain space, but more 
importantly to create the cinematic space specifically designed for the 
visual narrative construct of that shot. Figure 6 depicts a set up on the 














The viewer will invent and reconstruct the rest of the cinematic world 
that falls outside of the frame. A closer look at the setup on the film set 
of the line-up of the shot in figure 7 reveals that there is no living room 
and not even a window. The window blinds in the foreground are 
hanging free, without a window frame, on a stand. This is not a 
problem for the viewers because they only see what the filmmaker 
wants them to see and the rest of the room is imagined, even the 




































In the stills of the shot shown in figure 7, the character walks 
towards the camera and hence towards the window blinds. The shot 
changes from a medium full shot of the two characters into a close-up 
of the woman. During this shot, while the woman walks towards the 
window blinds the focus shifts with her. The viewer’s perception 
changes from a view of a homely scene of a couple into a close-up of a 
woman on the other side of the window blinds, separated from the 
viewer. When she then closes the blinds, the viewer is locked out of the 
cinematic space the characters inhabit. Not only has the order of the 
frame changed due to character movement, but the space has changed 
into a different concept of place. The frame, along with the other two 
cinematographic differentials, creates a unique cinematic space for each 
and every shot. It is not because we have a whole scene in the same 
film set that each shot has the same cinematic space. Depending on the 
narrative function of that shot a certain frame will be chosen on the film 
set. It is not only a cognitive factor, such as giving the audience a 
certain amount of information, but it also places the viewer in the right 
place to perceive the narrative meaning of the visual. 
 Composition	in	a	cinematic	space	3.5.3
An important cinematographic differential is the cinematic 
space of a shot derived from the placement of characters, objects and 
sets in relation to each other, and the properties of the camera. On the 
film set there will be a line-up for every shot; the main intention of this 
line-up is to determine where characters are going to be in relation to 
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each other and in relation to the camera, and how this will be portrayed. 
That involves how the real space is seen by the cinematographer and 
translated into a cinematic space on the screen. The result will be a two-
dimensional projection of a space on the screen that feels three-
dimensional and gives spatial cues to the viewer from the viewer’s 
viewpoint. Kandel (2012) explains that the image on the retina is two-
dimensional but humans perceive and subsequently understand the 
world in three-dimensional space. The brain also relies on our past 
experience of objects changing size on the retina but not actually 
growing or shrinking for example, due to the moving towards or away 
from the viewer. “Our ability to perceive an object as constant despite 
changes in size, shape, brightness, and distance illustrates the brain’s 
remarkable ability to transform transient, two dimensional light patterns 
on the retina into a coherent and stable interpretation of the three-
dimensional world” (Kandel, 2012, p.237).  
Much of our depth perception comes from five different types 















and have been known to painters for centuries. These perceptual 
properties are the familiar size, the relative size, the occlusion, the 
linear perspective and the aerial perspective. Together this gives the 
viewer a position and a perspective of the depicted image (Kandel 2012, 
p. 267). 
Figure 8     Perspective, the translation of a three-dimensional 
space into a two-dimensional space and its organisation in the frame. 
Kathrin Albers, 2016 
	
Figure 8 illustrates what the effect of the depth perspective 
means for the organization of elements inside a frame. The three-
dimensional world is re-represented in a two-dimensional frame. This 
is an important characteristic for people in everyday life, to be able to 
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perceive objects as approaching instead of changing form and to be 
able to judge and understand objects that become bigger on the retina 
and interpreting it correctly as something approaching. It is also of 
interest for the artist to depict elements in a particular form in order to 
establish them in a certain position in a frame along two axes (Brown, 
2002, p.54). The composition of an image, which often consists of three 
layers: foreground, subject and background, requires an organization on 
the film set in space to be perceived on two axes. While the perception 
is along two axes it is read by the viewer as having depth and thus as a 
position in space. The placement of the objects in the frame is defined 
along two axes but they are perceived as being along three axes as 
depicted in figure 8. On the film set we will have distance between 
objects in three axes; left and right and in depth in relation to the 
camera position. These positions of the placement of the characters in 
the frame are influenced by the filmic tools such as focal length, 
camera height, depth of field and focus distance. While Bordwell et al. 
(1988, p. 54) describe the composition of the shots as being important 
narrational tools for the cinematic space, they omit the spatial 
relationship of the characters, objects and the camera as the meaning-
bearing tools in that cinematic space. “Centering, balancing, frontally, 
and depth—all these narrational strategies—encourage us to read filmic 
space as story space”. A shot, however, is not a window into which we 
are displaying elements. The act of centring, balancing and other 
compositions of an image makes up the craft of manipulating filmic 
tools; they are not narrative vehicles because they only shape part of the 
moving image. The tools influence the differentials and thus the visual 
	
	 	 	
content of the shot, but where and how they are in the cinematic space 
is more important than what they are. It is necessary to point out here 
what is the crucial difference in this critical thinking. Bordwell et al. 
attribute meaning to the props, and they argue that surroundings 
become significant partly for their ability to dramatize individuality. 
This indicates that sets, furniture, props and characters play a role. 
While the meaning is derived not only from the prop itself but also 
from its position, its movement and its relationship to other props, 
characters and so on; in short, from its dramatic role in the cinematic 
space that the spectator perceives. The misinterpretation that Bordwell 
et al have here is to imply that dramatic meaning is derived from things 
like walls, chairs and people instead from the attention, the cinematic 
space and the frame of the shot. The spectator lives the moment of the 
shot because the attention, the framing and the spatial relationships 
brought upon objects in a certain time frame dramatize the phenomenon 
and are perceived and understood in the spectator’s mind. 
Let us not confuse the mise-en-scene with the exposition of the 
narrative space and of the characters within this space. Of course, the 
storyline will ask for the characters to be in a certain space at a certain 
time in the story. This gives us a dramatic action that then will be 
visually designed with the help of filmic tools. The film set where 
phenomena are organized in front of the lens, and the created shot, are 
not the same. The latter is derived from the former. Through the use of 
filmic tools the film set is interpreted into a visual dramatic shot that 
will play its role in the narrative images projected in consecutive shots. 
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The mise-en-place of characters and objects in the cinematic space 
indicates the dramatic intention of the shot and not the spatial one. It is 
expressed in centimetres and metres on the film set but perceived in 
dramatic connotations by the spectator such as far, close or intimate, or 
any emotion that needs to be evoked. Telling a story with images is not 
only about facts, and revealing them one by one, but also about 
presenting them in a certain dynamic form and order so as to elicit 
participation of the viewer in travelling with the characters in the 
cinematic space. Cognitive understanding certainly plays a role, but the 
perception and the interpretation of the signals onto the visual cortex of 
the brain is as important. 
This section on filmic tools has demonstrated that the use of 
filmic techniques results in the filmic differentials and determines the 
visual narrative construct and texture of the moving images. The 
cinematographic differentials, we will see, carry part of the story of a 
movie visually. In the next section an investigation of visual narration 
is called for: how do these cinematographic differentials carry the story? 
3.6 Narration,	visual	storytelling	
With the first theoretical model, we defined the visual narrative 
construct of a shot. We can now move on to the next theoretical part to 
examine how the visual can narrate. The interaction of the spatial 
relationships between the cinematic space of the shot before and the 
shot after—the chronological order of the frames and their time—is 
significant. During the edit the shots come together in a film that will 
	
	 	 	
be projected and perceived from start to finish. The narration is linear, 
following the film script but discontinuous for the viewpoint and the 
spatial cues. Because of the sequence of shots, cinematography 
establishes a cinematic space in the spectator’s mind from a specific 
and discontinuous viewpoint in time, or as Sobchack (1992, p.299) 
calls it, viewing situations. “Articulated in each film as displacements 
of the viewing situation (“shots”), discontinuous spaces and 
discontinuous times are gathered together in a coherence (“scenes”) 
whose reflection and signification constitute the significance of what 
can be called conscious experience”. Sobchack states thus that this 
coherence of the shots results in a conscious experience. This is what 
we call the perception of visual narration. A core argument consists of 
the fact that the succession of the visual narrative constructs puts the 
spectator in a viewing situation to perceive the cinematic space, which 
is discontinuous in spatial expression but is continuous in 
expressiveness of the visual narrative, the visual psychology of the 
narrative. This perceptive experience is dynamic and therefore partly on 
the screen and partly in the spectator’s mind in constantly changing 
positions and perception of spatial cues. The need for fiction films to 
tell a coherent story implies that certain techniques are in place, such as 
filmic continuity of content, movement, position and time (Brown, 
2002, p.80). Filmic techniques such as continuity and the 180-degree 
rule serve to assemble film into sequences and it will ultimately be 
edited into a finished film that makes sense. This ability to produce 
images that will be able to work for the editor and the director has to be 
part of the cinematographer’s skill set. But that is only half of the job. 
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The cinematographic expression of the continuity has to narrate also. 
What do we understand when we consider narration? Bordwell et al 
clarify it as follows: 
Narration is the plot’s way of distributing story information in 
order to achieve specific effects. Narration is the moment-by-
moments process that guides us in building the story out of the 
plot. Many factors enter into narration, but the most important 
ones for our purposes involve the factors we’ve just sketched out: 
the range and the depth of the story information that the plot 
presents. (Bordwell et al, 1988, p.87) 
They continue on to explain that an analysis of the range of the 
story can be created by posing the question: who knows what when? 
And they point out that this applies to both the characters and the 
viewer. In addition to the range we have to consider the depth of the 
story, meaning that the shot plays on a spectrum between objectivity 
and subjectivity. “Narration, then, is the process by which the plot 
presents story information to the spectator. The filmmaker may shift 
between restricted and unrestricted ranges of knowledge and varying 
degrees of objectivity and subjectivity” (Ibid, 1988, p.93). On top of the 
information, the filmmaker adds the emotional involvement of the 
spectator in the plot. The cinematographic differentials of a shot will 
indicate to the viewer how to understand the shot on two levels; one is 
the information given to the viewer and the second is the viewer’s role 
and relationship with the characters and the plot. To redefine the 
definition of the narration of a shot for this chapter: narration informs 
	
	 	 	
the viewer of the story information and meaning from a certain 
perspective of involvement with the plot and its characters. The visual 
narrative construct of a shot determines the role of the viewer, thus the 
involvement, and the visual information of the plot. There is no need to 
differentiate between the information given to the spectator and that 
given to the film’s characters. That information is all part of the script 
and thus the plot. The ultimate goal is to inform the viewer in 
relationship with the drama, to allow room for building relationships 
with the characters and the events. For this investigation into visual 
narration we consider the information given to the spectator, regardless 
of restricted or unrestricted information given to the characters. It is 
necessary, however, to take into account how it is given and the various 
degrees of objectivity and subjectivity: thus, the viewpoint, which is an 
important factor in the visual narrative construct of a shot. As explained 
by the cinematographer Rinzler: 
By moving actors within a frame in relation to the camera, there’s 
a psychology of movement that’s not conscious. It’s all part of 
the language. If an actor walks into a close-up, it affects you one 
way. If the camera moves towards the actor, then the camera is 
doing something the opposite way—it’s all affecting the viewer. 
You feel it viscerally and it affects your perception of the story. 




The second important concept is the spatial perception of the 
characters and their movement in the cinematic space and how that 
relates to the spectator. These concepts (the viewpoint and the 
cinematic space) are two important carriers of the depth of narration. 
The former will indicate the degree of a viewer’s relationship 
(subjective-objective) and the latter the spatial relationship (what is 
where). Both concepts narrate plot information to the spectator but on a 
different level, although both carry that information visually. These two 
properties of the visual narrative construct combined will embody the 
spectator in a spatial temporal dimension. Meaning that this narrates 
where the viewers are in the cinematic space and their relationship with 
the characters’ actions in this space and what kind of relationship the 
viewer has with the characters. This will play a role in the perception of 
the narration of a movie. 
 Cinematic	space	as	filmic	narrator	3.6.1
The cinematic space is thus the visual vehicle that indicates the 
first concept of narration, namely what is where. This affects the spatial 
relationship of the characters with each other and the space they inhabit, 
but also the viewer’s interaction with it. If the viewer sees a character 
walking across the screen in a big room, for example, that narrates 
about the action but at the same time it gives it meaning because the 
viewer walks with the character and discovers at the same time the 
elements that the character interacts with. The cinematographer Gordon 
Willis explains that space can tell something about a character, about 
	
	 	 	
being somewhere in a certain mental state. Willis also finds the space 
important by placing a person in an environment. 
It’s watching somebody come down a staircase way over to the 
right of the screen and crossing a lot of empty space to go make a 
cup of coffee over on the left side. (Willis in LoBrutto, 1999, p.18) 
Depending on the size of the space the cinematographer picks, it 
places somebody in a cosy environment or it places them in an 
environment that is hostile. That is how there is a connection between 
the cinematic space of a shot and the viewer’s emotional relationship 
with the characters. Rinzler describes how the camera becomes a 
character that is manipulated by the cinematographer. “Camera 
blocking is an important way to work with actors because the actors are 
working with the camera as a tool, as a character. At times it is 
aggressive, at other times it’s more subtle” (Rinzler in LoBrutto, 1999, 
p.223). The cinematographer and the actors understand that the viewer 
can only see the cinematic space in a certain form within a moving 
dynamic frame (Chevrin, interview, 2 IMAGO25112012 28 ). To 
experience the spatial cues, the spectator has to be oriented in the 
cinematic space; this happens through the action line and the eye-line. 
The main directions in the frame are Horizontal: left-right, Vertical: up-
down and in Depth: approaching-retreating. The position of the 
characters, where they are and their eye-line: looking from or towards, 





As depicted in the example in figure 9, two women are standing on the 
same side of the street and a car drives by from left to right. Because 
the women are standing on the same side in relationship to the car, they 
will also both be looking from left to right. 
	
Figure	9						The	action	line	and	the	eye-line.	Kathrin	Albers,	2016	
Brown (2002, p. 83) explains it like this: “The movement of the 
car establishes direction, but there is another aspect: where the women 
are viewing the movement from is also important. In combination, 
these two establish the spatial orientation of the scene”. Thus, the 
action line and the eye-line tell the viewer where s/he is in the space. 
Once the sense of direction is established, say from left to right, then it 
needs to continue in that direction for the scene, otherwise the viewer 
	
	 	 	
will understand the moving as going back, from right to left. This 
means that an axis line is drawn between the characters and the camera 
should stay on one side of the axis line if the cinematographer wants to 
keep the movement, the eye-line and the action line, continuous in the 
same direction for the whole scene in between the separate shots. The 
technical implication of the axis line is described in the 180-degree rule; 
it stipulates that the camera needs to stay within 180 degrees of one 
side of the line and should not cross it or the characters will switch 
from one side to the other when edited. Bordwell explains that the use 
of the 180-degree system ensures that the relative positions in the frame, 
the eye-lines and axis line remain consistent. And he adds: “Most 
filmmakers believe that any disorientation will distract us from the 
unfolding plot action. We can’t build up the story in our minds if we 
don’t understand where the characters are in space” (Bordwell, 2006, 
p.235). This action line also has, however, implications on the 
perception of the movement and its impact on the viewer. An important 
aspect of this concept is the speed and direction of the moving axis line. 
If something or somebody approaches at speed towards the viewers 
they might experience fright or excitement depending on whether the 
approaching thing is something they desire or fear. An excellent 
example of this manipulation of cinematic space and movement can be 
found in The Shining (1980). The scene (Danny come play with us) that 
shows Danny’s vision of the two twin girls is entirely built up on cuts 
between the shots on the axis line, which falls on the same line as the 
action line, and the eye-line; all three fall together (see figure 10). 








First, Danny (Danny Lloyd) races through the hotel corridors on 
his tricycle and the camera follows him positioned on the axis line and 
thus the viewer is going forward with Danny. When Danny turns a 
sharp corner, he halts suddenly because he sees (and the viewer with 
him) the twin phantoms at the end of the corridor. The corridor seems 
long and the girls far away, but as Danny’s vision turns bloody (shot 5) 
the shot jumps closer to the girls, cutting the axis line and resulting in 
jarring jump cuts that relate to Danny’s fear and horror of his vision. 
The last thing that Danny wants is that the girls come closer, and he 
leans back and covers his eyes. When Danny has the courage to look 
again, the corridor seems normal, not very long and now it feels empty. 
The very same corridor is shot from the same angle another time with 
an altered perspective, a changed cinematic space, resulting in a 
visually different corridor, between a ‘haunted corridor’ and a ‘normal 
corridor’. The jump cuts, on the axis line, on the eye-line and on the 
action line, make the pace of the change in the spaces very fast and 
sudden. This results in anxiety because a familiar space becomes 
abruptly a strange environment; it highlights the unnatural aspect of the 
girls, and Danny’s panic. 
This analysis of the scene demonstrates that the camera position 
in regard to the action line and the shape of the cinematic space of a 
shot will define the viewer’s role; the viewpoint, what, how and from 




Besides knowledge of the characters in space, the spectator can 
only experience the spatial cues of the characters if they have also a 
notion of the viewer’s place in the cinematic space; this will give the 
viewer a narrative role. It is crucial to understand that the visual 
narrative construct of each and every shot will be important to create 
meaning and elicit emotions by engaging the viewer in the story. The 
camera position in regard to the action line will help to define the 
spectator’s place; from whose eyes, the shot is perceived—it will 
focalize the spectator’s role. What the viewer sees is more than 
information, as Schlicker explains; the perspective and the flow of 
information keep changing incessantly and hardly ever remains 
constant over a longer period of time. Moreover, pieces of visual and 
acoustic information can be concordant or discordant and likewise, 
discrepancies regarding information can be created among the various 
characters. “In film … perspectivation is mediated in the form of 
focalization—by the help of the “camera” as a filmic narrator—and its 
interplay with “seeing” (ocularization) and “hearing” (auricularization) 
as well as through editing and montage” (Schlickers, 2009, p.244). 
Movies elicit strong engagement of the viewer with the characters of 
the film, resulting in a virtual relationship as Carl Platinga (2013) 
explains. Brown makes a distinction in the degree of this visual 
perspectivation as illustrated in figure 11. He makes an analogy with 
the literary voices. 
	
	 	 	
Recall the three forms of literary voice: first person, second 
person and third person. In the first-person storytelling, a 
character in the story is describing the events. He can only 
describe things that he himself sees. The first person speaks as “I”. 
Second person speaks as “you”; third person speaks about “they”. 
Third person is completely objective and the first person is 
completely subjective. Second person is somewhere in between. 
(Brown, 2002, p.6) 
Figure 11 illustrates that if the viewer is positioned over the 
shoulder of a character close to the eye-line (falls together with axis 
line in this example) between two characters, and there is no third 
character involved, then this shot would be more subjective than for 






There is no clear technical rule as to where the camera should 
be in regard to the characters in order to evoke a certain degree of 
somewhere in between subjective and objective camera. Through this 
viewpoint, narrative information and narrative meaning are given to the 
spectator. Other filmic tools used, such as the lens, the camera height 
and so on will also partly determine the level of subjectivity and 
objectivity. This is where the cinematographers’ choices of filmic tools 
used for that shot becomes important; the camera plays a role into 
positioning the viewer from a certain mind frame (Goodich, interview, 
ICSC55201129). 
 The	range	of	subjectivity	and	objectivity	of	viewpoint	3.6.3
If the viewpoint is on the axis line and falls within the eye-line 
of one of the characters, and the cinematic space is constructed 
accordingly, then we can talk of a first person viewpoint as Brown 
(2002, p.6) has explained. In analogy with the literary voice of first, 
second and third person we can define a term for analysis of this part of 
the visual narrative construct of a shot. From now on the terminology 
employed to indicate the degree of subjectivity-objectivity of the 
spectators is called first/second/third viewpoint. Viewpoint is an 
important feature of cinema, as Elsaesser, Buckland and Warren note: 
This feeling of being inside someone’s head, dream or fantasy is 





cinema. Hollywood goes to enormous lengths to blur the 
distinction between “subjective” and “objective”, often telling its 
stories as if they were taking place in a world diegetically 
independent from the characters within it, only then to reveal 
that—either wholly or in crucial respects—this world is one that 
depends on being seen, observed, sensed or imagined by someone, 
or—more complicated still—only exists in the spaces of overlap 
between two characters’ mutually intersecting fantasy or memory 
spaces. (Elsaesser, Buckland, & Warren, 2002, p. 280) 
The viewpoint, in combination with the cinematic space, is 
instrumental in how this diegetic world is being observed and imagined. 
That also implies that the degree of subjectivity can change within the 
shot by, for example, movement of the camera, movement of the 
characters or both at the same time. The focalization of the spectator, 
and thus his/her place in the diegetic world, will be understood by the 
spectator through assembly of the shots and the interaction of their 
differentials. 
For example, we see a man standing in a park, looking ahead, 
and then we cut to a shot of a man jogging and a woman sitting on the 
bench and then back to the man. How does the viewer understand that 
the shot towards the jogger and the woman is the man’s first viewpoint 
and thus expresses a point of view of the man? The attention, frame and 
cinematic space created by the choice of filmic tools will create this 
visual information and give the viewer his/her viewpoint. The focal 
length will not be extremely wide or long; the focus distance is going to 
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be at the point of interest of the man and the depth of field will 
emphasize the narrative information. In addition to these tools, the 
cinematic space, the action axis, the action line and the eye-line will 
indicate what the man’s position is and where he is looking in reference 
to his space. Then comes the content: what is the man looking at? The 
jogger or the woman? With what kind of emotion? Fear? Curiosity? If 
the shot follows the movement of the jogger, then the audience will 
understand that the jogger is the point of interest. If the shots pan 
quickly or slowly, the viewer can experience the intensity with which 
the man is looking at the subject. If the shot frames the woman on the 
bench and stays with her while the jogger’s head is out of frame, then 
the spectator understands that the woman is the point of interest. If the 
shot does not move but the woman on the bench is out of focus, the 
audience understands that the man is looking at the jogger, who jogs 
calmly through the frame as a full figure in the background. If the 
woman on the bench is facing the camera and is in the middle of the 
frame, and the jogger runs in front of the bench, then the viewer will 
feel that the man is looking at the woman and so on. The combinations 
are limitless. The viewpoint in the diegetic world plays an important 
role in cognitive understanding, together with the empathetic 
participation of the spectator as understood through the visual narrative 
construct. The intertwining of the two elements of the visual narrative 
construct, cinematic space and viewpoint, will carry the dramatic action 
of the story and the participatory role of the viewer. 
	
	 	 	
In the previous section’s example of a scene from The Shining 
(1980), the analysis of the cinematic spaces demonstrated how a 
location set (the corridor) is visually altered to create an uncomfortable, 
frightening space. However, the second aspect of these shots is the 
interplay between first person and third person viewpoint, being 
alternated between the shots. The cut back and forward on the action 
line in space, and the startling jump-cuts on the axis line towards the 
girls, give the girls dramatic expression and their phantom-like 
appearance is further emphasized because the viewpoint is uniquely 
from or towards Danny. The shots cut from third person to first person 
viewpoint on an action line that is the same as the eye-line and the axis 
line. All the drama, fear, repulsion and anguish come from Danny and 
are lived through Danny by the viewer. The viewer does not perceive 
the shots of Danny from the girls’ first viewpoint; the inter-subjectivity 
is completely with Danny —it is third person and the viewer is looking 
at Danny. The girls stay distant and are not personified; they are 
phantoms, their views do not count and they stay non-persons despite 
the cutting on the action line towards them and cutting back towards 
Danny on the action line, that is aligned 100% with the eye-line. This 
correlates with the concepts of the cinematic space, what is seen where 
and the viewpoint adds how it is seen, meaning from where and what is 
the dramatic dynamic of the shot, the cinematographic expression. Or 
what is the cinematographic discourse, the visual narration. The magic 
of film, of course, is produced by images moving in time and space. 
The visual narrative construct per shot can now be partly defined as 
characters’ action in a cinematic space, perceived from a viewpoint. 
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The second aspect of the shot is the time frame and its place (time) in 
the sequence after edit and subsequently the sequence in the movie. 
Eisenstein (1929) resented the theory that a film was constructed by the 
succession of shots, like bricks that are added on top of each other. He 
called Lev Kuleshov an outmoded theoretical critic for suggesting that 
individual shots are added to one another like building blocks. 
Eisenstein continues to explain that the shot is by no means a montage 
element; it is a montage cell. He concludes that the shot is a collision, 
conflict between the neighbouring shots. What is the narrative core of 
the conflicts between shots in regard to space, place, movement and 
time? As argued before, that the visual narrative construct of a shot lies 
in its cinematic space and the viewpoint, then we can understand that 
the shot as a brick, one on top of another, only leads to a brick wall, a 
dead end. The shot is indeed not a brick but a moving glass cell of the 
narrative. The spectator wanders from one narrative space to another at 
a certain speed, fluctuating with the narrative’s twists and turns, taking 
different viewpoints and perceiving different spaces. As explained, the 
visual narrative construct shows what and where in the cinematic space 
and the from where through which the viewpoint becomes dynamic: 
how is what, where and when. Now we need to explore how these 
concepts relate to each other and activate the narrative flow, the 
temporal and spatial continuity of the visual experience that is cinema. 
The cinematographer decides on the visual construct of each shot 




Gordon Willis explains: 
Actors move cameras. So, you’re watching the drama as opposed 
to watching the camera. I’ve always felt you couldn’t shoot well 
unless you know how to cut. A lot of people do not know how to 
cut, they uncover. They shoot a lot of film and end up with fifty 
pounds of ho hum that has to go into a five-pound bag.        
(Willis in LoBrutto, 1999, p.17) 
 Visual	narration	with	content,	position,	movement	and	time		3.6.4
Each shot carries its own meaning visually and will advance the 
dramatic action from one shot to the other. The spatialisation of time, to 
paraphrase Panofsky (1934), happens in two formats. First, we have to 
consider the overall length of the film in real time, and the narrative 
time of the film script that is, the narrative’s time and the spectator’s 
perception of that time. To differentiate between the linear narrative 
(the length of the film) and time of the narration of the film-script, we 
have to consider a unique property of the film medium; the interaction 
of successive shots. Now the interest lies in the narrative montage 
between the narrative constructs of successive shots telling the story in 
visual terms in time. There are certain continuity rules in place to 
collate the cinematic spaces and the viewpoint of each shot in time and 
in order. We need to analyse how the visual narrative construct of each 
shot interacts with the others (the one before and the one after) in time 
and in sequence. A motion picture film has a linear order; it starts with 
the first image and runs continuously until the last image. It is shot and 
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edited with the assumption that the viewer looks at the movie in that 
order, from the start to the end, so the story unfolds in time. The 
cinematographer will carefully construct its shots so that they are 
experienced together in a narrative flow that will reveal their meaning. 
The shots are made to be seen in a certain order, the cause-effect of 
narration does not only apply for the facts but also for the visual 
narrative construct of shot. The order of the visual properties has to be 
continuous in visual narration as Brown (2002) explains: 
Filming is ultimately shooting for editorial. The primary purpose 
of the shoot is not merely to get some “great shots”: in the end, it 
must serve the purpose of the film by giving the editor and the 
director what they need to actually piece together completed 
scenes and sequences which add up to a finished product that 
make sense and accomplishes its purpose. There are four primary 
categories of continuity: content, position, movement and time. 
(Brown, 2002, p.80) 
The continuity of content is associated with everything within 
the frame; it is concerned with what we see, the narrative information. 
The continuity of position is related to where the camera is positioned 
in relation to the characters and their position in the set—the spatial 
cues. Continuity of movement is related to the what is where and 
observed from where thus how (viewpoint) these relationships, content 
and position change through movement. The continuity of time is also 
related to the what and where as it is about when content and positions 
change through. There are two conclusions that follow from this 
	
	 	 	
observation: firstly, applying the continuity rules will ensure that 
cognitive understanding of the scene will be flawless, the audience will 
not get lost and will be able to fluidly understand the story. The second 
observation is that the audience perceives the visual narrative construct 
through montage as intended by the narrative of the script. Montage 
then is crucial to weave together the psychological journey of the 
spectator through the interaction of the visual narrative constructs of 
each shot, resulting in the narration of the plot with all its drama, 
emotions and actions. Or as Sobchack (1992) expresses it: 
The cinema, then, is an astonishing phenomenon. Enabled by its 
mechanical and technological body, each film projects and makes 
uniquely visible not only the objective world but the very 
structure and process of subjective, embodied vision-hitherto only 
directly available to human beings as the invisible and private 
structure we each experience as “my own”. (Sochack, 1992, 
p.298) 
The narrative construct of shots is discontinuous because every 
shot has its own cinematic space and viewpoint regardless of being in 
the same film set and narrative time. As Willis describes it: “We move 
an audience around as we see fit at given times” (Willis in Fauer, 2008, 
p. 300). Willis explains that this constitutes the visual psychology of 
cinematography by placing viewers in places with the dramatic events 
in a specific role, because moving the audience around implies 
changing of the cinematic space and its viewpoint. In what order does 
the filmmaker want the viewer to be where and when and for how long? 
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More importantly, the coherence of these shots has to signify a 
conscious experience. The added properties of montage to the film, 
namely time and movement, have to be seen as the catalyst for the 
significance of the collision of the shots, resulting in the meaning of the 
film’s drama. This will lead us to explore how the viewer understands 
and perceives the film. As Pudovkin (1927, p. 11) expresses it: “Editing 
is not merely a method of the junction of separate scenes or pieces, but 
is a method that controls the “psychological guidance” of the spectator”.  
Of course, in order to achieve this guidance, the individual shots need 
to have visual narrative substance to be able to express the meaning 
when joined with the other shots. The best way to explore this notion 
further is to look at the viewer’s perception of the shots. Sobchack 
(1992) points out that a moving picture is not experienced in the same 
way as a still object or image. Instead, the motion marked by 
temporalisation and spatialisation of the filmic world is a “becoming”. 
This is possible because of the movement and the sequential 
organization of the shots in time. “Thus, both for ourselves and the 
cinema, intentionality (the correlational structure of consciousness) 
inflected in existence is also always a mobile structure, inscribing itself 
in the world as the agency and movement of the lived-body” (p.63). For 
the spectator, the film unfolds in another place. That space is both very 
close and at the same time “elsewhere” (Metz, 1982, p. 705). This 
separation, and at the same time falling together, of space, is perceived 
visually on the screen. In other words, we propose that the link between 
narration and the cinematographers’ imaginary place can be found in 
the sequence of the visual narrative construct of shots. A series of shots, 
	
	 	 	
cinematic spaces in time, then form a sequence that makes up the 
moving visual narrator, as lived by the spectator in the filmic world. 
This characterises the participation of the viewer in the visual narrative 
and comes through the perception of the visual orientation through 




To extend the approach to the film’s perception, we need certain 
conditions to be in place in the viewer’s modes. These modes can be 
organized in three conditions in order to feel a spatial cue. The 
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spectator has to be in that space, being in the cinematic space, having a 
certain position in it, a viewpoint from where, and how that space 
evolves, movement in space. For this discussion, the editing process is 
not included; it is sufficient to say that the edit will bring it all together. 
However, the intention of the spectator’s becoming through the visual 
structure of the shot is constructed and imagined by the 
cinematographer on the film set. If we determine the position of the 
viewer in space in relation to the eye-line, the action line and the spatial 
distances between the characters and the viewer, then we can now see 
how the visual narrates. This concept will be further investigated in the 
next sections.  
3.7 In	the	eye	of	the	beholder	
In our second theoretical model, we look into the visual 
narration, how the spatial orientation in the cinematic space over time is 
perceived and the viewer’s participation in it. The visual narrative 
construct, we argue, evokes three conditions: being in, viewing from 
and moving. These three modes are created shot by shot with the 
intention of bringing them together in a sequence during the editing, to 
facilitate the becoming of the viewer. Kandel (2012, p.189) explains 
that Alois Riegl30 discovered that the viewers of an artwork not only 
transform a two-dimensional likeness of an artwork into a three-





artwork. The viewer is thus involved in personal terms. Riegl termed 
this phenomenon the “beholder’s involvement”. That means that the 
viewer not only translates the image in the mind, but also becomes 
involved with the images. This stance that art is not art without the 
viewer’s involvement will later also become a crucial factor in the 
thinking of Arnheim. He notes that the viewers can make up their own 
illusions as long as the essentials are shown. We generate the rest in our 
minds. “We can perceive objects and events as living and at the same 
time imaginary, as real objects and as simpler patterns of light on the 
projection screen, and it is this fact that makes film art possible” 
(Arnheim, 1959, p.29). Thus, viewers are people of flesh and blood 
who actively engage with the movies (Biltereyst, Maltby, & Meers, 
2013, p. 2). We have theorised that the narration becomes possible 
because of the causal perception of the visual narrative constructs that 
together makes sense to the viewer in two ways. One, with the visual 
facts, the events and two, by the way the events are shown and their 
movement. This enables the viewer to be somewhere and to perceive 
and participate in the story. The depicted world becomes a place to be 
or as Sobchack (1992, p. 260) says “Both spectator and film are 
uniquely embodied as well as mutually enworlded”. The theoretical 
model two (Figure 12) makes it explicit how the visual narrative 
construct makes embodiment possible. As discussed, the cinematic 
tools construct the cinematic space, its form and its space, indicating 
how and from where it is perceived and giving a perspective to the 
viewer in the cinematic world. This allows the viewer through the 
perception of the visual narrative construct of a shot to be in a place 
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with a certain view. Because of the dynamic nature of film, these 
modes of being in and viewing from are moving. This creates a moving 
film body that gives a place to the viewer in its cinematic world, 
resulting in the becoming of the viewer through perception of the visual 
narrative construct. The model reveals that the expresser 
(cinematographer) creates a moving form in a space, resulting in the 
expressed (film) that is perceived by the viewer and then enables the 
embodiment of the viewer, who thus becomes part of the filmic world 
(film participation). In other words, the shots created by the 
cinematographer, being the units of spatialisation of time and 
dynamisation of space, are the link between the film and the viewer, 
both being incarnate, and thus creating the place of becoming in time 
and in movement. The cinematographer tells a visual story to the 
viewer, who experiences the story by perception. The dramatic action 
and the visual narrative constructs of shots, the structures of the being 
in, viewing from and moving at 24/25 images per second, gives the 
viewer an opportunity to become. “The spectator and the filmmaker are 
also brought into perceptual engagement with each other’s perceptive 
and expressive acts” (Ibid, 1992, p.173). The visual narrative construct 
creates a cinematic space (being in) and a viewpoint (viewing) that 
moves in time (moving). This embodies the viewer and determines how 
the fictional filmic world is experienced in space, and its emotional 
connection with the characters and the events. Figure 12 gives a 
schematic overview of model two that represents the act of embodiment 
during the film’s perception by the viewer. The chain of connection 
represents the act of telling a story visually. The film body will exist 
	
	 	 	
because of the visual narrative construct that consists of the cinematic 
space and its viewpoint. The cinematic space on the screen visualizes 
what (form) is where (space) that allows the viewer’s being in space. 
The viewpoint visualizes the viewing from a position that facilitates the 
viewing from a perspective. The sequence of the shots and thus the 
moving, facilitates the becoming of the viewer. This concept of the 
viewer embodied in space and in time explains the spatial connection 
the viewer makes with the film body and thus its filmic world inhabited 
by the film characters. It will now be useful to discuss the viewer’s 
modes of embodiment in response to the cinematic space and its 
viewpoint. Firstly, a description of the viewer’s mode of being in the 
cinematic space, and secondly the focus is on the mode of viewing and 
finally, moving. An example of a sequence of shots from the film High 
Heels, Low Tide (2012) will demonstrate this action of embodiment in 






















(b) being in the kitchen 
Figure	13				Shots	of	being	with	the	character	in	the	kitchen,	from	the	film:	
High	Heels,	Low	Tide	(2012)	
In Figure 13(a) the character, Marieke, arrives in the kitchen 
where her friends are chatting; she doesn’t join them but continues 
towards the viewer, starting to prepare the meal. She has her back to 
her friends and faces the viewer, although she is listening to their 
conversation. In figure 13(b) the viewer is with Marieke at the kitchen 
	
	 	 	
top. The viewer is embodied in the kitchen participating in the events of 
cooking, listening to the friends’ chats and reflecting on it. The activity 
in the kitchen becomes the viewer’s experience and is reflected upon as 
such. The viewer resides with Marieke and while the other characters 
do not see Marieke’s face and expressions, the viewer does. 
 Viewing,	from	where	and	how	3.7.2
As explained before, the viewer changes position in space and 
thus changes the perspective and the range between objectivity and 
subjectivity. This communication happens if two conditions are met, 
for example the shift between second person viewpoint and first person 
viewpoint. Firstly, the visual narrative construct of the shot has to 
indicate that the spectator is looking from the mind of one of the 
characters, first person, corresponding with the continuity of the 
dramatic action. Secondly, the spectator’s viewpoint is revealed 
through the edit of the shots, the character’s looks (first person), the 
spectator’s views (second person), the character’s looks (first person) 
again. This is a classical intercut between the shots to indicate the 
shifting of the viewpoint from second to first person. Who is seeing 















 (b)   Marieke’s mind is elsewhere 
Figure	14				Two	shots	of	viewing	with	the	character,	stills	of	a	scene	from	the	
film	High	Heels,	Low	Tide	(2012)	
In figure 14(a) a shot of a microwave oven is depicted, in 
combination with an intercut with figure 14(b), a medium shot of 
Marieke looking down; together these two shots reveal her state of 
mind. The first-person viewpoint shot on the microwave oven does not 
reveal any information regarding the food. The viewer understands that 
Marieke is no longer actively listening to her friends but has retreated 
into her own world. The cinematic space isolates Marieke from her 
friends in the background; the viewer is with Marieke, in her space and 
	
	 	 	
feels her emotional state. The friends in the background fade away and 
Marieke is left in her own world. The viewer is with her. That is what 
Sobchack (1992) calls perceptual engagement. The meaning of the 
discontinuous viewing stations lies in the temporal combination of the 
two shots. The significance of the interaction of those shots (first 
person viewpoint of microwave oven, second person viewpoint of 
Marieke) is the emotional involvement of the viewer with Marieke. The 
viewer becomes Marieke staring at the microwave oven and 
understands Marieke’s mind, her inner life. The viewer moves forward 
with Marieke, following her narrative visually. 
The viewer’s modes, being in (in the kitchen with the 
characters), viewing (alternating third, first and second viewpoint) and 
moving (succession of visual narrative constructs) indicate the 
relationship of the viewer with the film-body. The film-body can be felt 
by the viewer, and almost touched. The story of the film is lived and 
participated in by the viewer. The next section explores how this living 
in the filmic world can relate to living in the real world and the 
communication used by the filmmaker to alter the cinematographic 
discourse. 
 Proxemics	and	spatial	cues	3.7.3
In the third theoretical model, we define how the perception of 
cinematography results in the unconscious participation of the viewer 
with the visual narrative. Theories from anthropology regarding a 
human’s culturally defined relationship to space can illuminate us 
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regarding the impact of the art of cinematography on the viewer’s 
participation with the narrative. These theories state that humans 
communicate with spatial cues. The anthropological concept we will be 
drawing on principally in this section is the discipline of Proxemics, a 
term coined by Edward Hall (1968), which researches how people 
communicate through spatial cues. Hall described how space speaks in 
such studies as The Hidden Dimension (Hall, 1990) and The Silent 
Language (Hall, 1959). 
In growing up people learn literally thousands of spatial cues, all 
of which have their own meaning in their own context. These 
cues release responses already established in much the same way 
as Pavlov’s bells started his dogs salivating.  
(Hall, 1959, p. 190) 
In order to feel a spatial cue the spectator has to be in that space 
(being in the cinematic space), have a certain position in that space 
(viewpoint from where) and how that space evolves (movement in space 
and time). As discussed previously, these three conditions; being in, 
viewing and moving, in successive shots facilitate the becoming. Thus, 
the embodiment of the viewer in the cinematic space results in an 
incarnate viewer who can experience spatial cues. Louis Giannetti 
(2002, p. 81) explains that in the movies the proxemics patterns are also 
related to the shots and their distance. He points to the importance of 
the mise-en-scene and the frame size in relation to the spatial cues. 
“The way space is shared within the frame is one of the major tools of 
	
	 	 	
the metteur en scene, who can define, adjust, and redefine human 
relationships by exploiting spatial conventions” (Giannetti, 2002, p.70). 
Importantly for the study of cinematography, which seeks to turn the 
written words of the film script into shots, the assumption is that spatial 
cues during the film will be experienced as in the real world by the 
spectator. The spatial cues flow between the film-body and the viewer, 
and tell part of the story. As described by Hall (1968, p. 11), “Spatial 
changes give a tone to a communication, accent it, and at times even 
override the spoken word. The flow and shift of distance between 
people as they interact with each other is part and parcel of the 
communication process”. 
Hall makes an informal distance classification ranging from 
intimate space (0 to 30cm) to personal space (30cm to 120cm) to social 
space (120cm to 3m) and then to public space (3m to 9m). 
Anything beyond is distant and in the far landscape. This distance 
also relates to the depth cue generated by convergence, which the 
eye uses to estimate the distance of objects up to about 10 meters 
away. Beyond that point the eye’s focus does not change, and 
estimation of distance relies on cues such as parallax effects and 
binocular stereopsis. (Hall, 1968, p.92) 
Hall’s observations and distances are relevant to the American 
and North European cultural use of space. It is a useful tool to measure 
the spatial cues of the cinematic space even if we keep in mind that 
these cues may differ for humans belonging to a different cultural 
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group. Within the same cultural group these spatial cues are well 
understood. 
We can now describe the cinematic space as ranging from 
intimate to public depending on the spatial cue the viewer feels. In 
combination with the viewpoint, the spatial relationship is personalized 
and the viewer can feel the character coming into a personal or intimate 
space. Hall also formulated the way in which artists use this spatial 
communication tool to communicate with the viewer and how the artist 
can use these sense impressions to connect with the audience. The 
cinematographic expression becomes the cinematographic discourse. 
Hall also noted that artists use spatial cues as means of expression. 
The artist is both a sensitive observer and a communicator. How 
well he succeeds depends in part on the degree to which he has 
been able to analyse and organize perceptual data in ways that are 
meaningful to his audience. The manner in which sense 
impressions are employed by the artist reveals data about both the 







This correlates with what the cinematographer does: s/he 
expresses the visual meaning of the shot and thus forms the visual 
narrative construct accordingly, in which the viewer becomes a 
participant. Figure15 depicts the analytical terms, in model three, which 
we have now defined, to examine the cinematographic discourse. The 
spatial relationship the viewer has with the visual narration can now be 
termed as a spatial range from Intimate to Public and the viewpoint that 
focalizes the viewer from Subjective to Objective (from first to third 
person). This gives us terminology to critically examine the 
cinematographic discourse of the film. The viewer is not conscious of 
these cues, as observed by Hall (1968, p. 92), “Literally thousands of 




In summation, we have theorised the role of the cinematography 
in the visual storytelling of a fiction film; it involves the visual 
expression, the visual narration of a story and the cinematographic 
discourse with the viewer. We have created three models that reflect the 
three stages of a film, namely the nature of the images and its creation, 
the story and its visual narration, and the discourse with the viewer. All 
three models are necessary because the film does not exist unless it is 
made, projected and seen. This also explains why it is cinematography 
and not filmography because the meaning of the narrative moving 
images only exists when they are perceived in the viewer’s mind.  
The first model demonstrates that filmic tools create a visual 
form in space that we named the visual narrative construct. The 
perception of the visual by the viewer guides the attention and elicits a 
cinematic space for each shot. Using the second model we can 
understand the workings of visual narration. We show how shots 
arranged in a linear order orient the viewer in time and space. The 
temporal narration of the visual story is told partly through the action-
line and the eye-line. The causal order of narration is continuous in the 
storyline, but the visual narrative construct is discontinuous in 
viewpoint and cinematic space. The third model examines the 
cinematographic discourse with the viewer. The viewer has a spatial 
position in the cinematic world that can range from intimate to public, 
and a role that can range from objective to subjective for each shot. 
	
	 	 	
Through perception the viewer gains a spatial relationship through 
which s/he participates in the cinematography discourse. These three 
core elements—visual narrative construct, visual narration and the 
cinematographic discourse with the viewer—overlap and interact with 
each other, but are now treated as distinct terms in order to analyse 
cinematography. From there we theorised that the virtual spatial 
position of the viewer within the film results in the having of an 
experience by the viewer and thus assists the viewer to build virtual 
relationships with the characters and participate in the narrative. In this 
way, our perception theory defines how cinematography allows the 
viewer to participate in the fiction film. It is now possible to see how 
the position and the role of the viewer plays a part in the dramatic 
experience of being close to an action or far away from it. We can then 
deduce that the cinematographer has a narrative reason for putting the 
camera at a certain place with a certain lens; it is not about technique 
but about story. This will be demonstrated in the empirical section by 
film analysis. Additionally, we designed an experiment to test the 
validity of the theoretical models. The aim was to examine the link 
between visual storytelling and the building of relationships of the 
viewer with the film’s events and characters. We wanted to challenge 
the models and investigate empirically if the viewer feels the spatial 
differences and is therefore more affected by the emotional qualities of 
the narrative. Thirdly, if we accept that the most important part of the 
job of a cinematographer is to tell the story visually, then we can 
conclude that s/he is indeed a co-author of this collaborative art form.  
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We have argued that the viewer’s film experience is also 
derived from the perceptual act of viewing the projected images. These 
are created based upon the knowledge and experience of the 
cinematographer, who takes into account a number of factors in 
deciding exactly how to express the story. Every cinematographer 
benefits from those who have gone before, and their knowledge, 
expertise and experience is passed from each generation to the next. 
Therefore, it is useful to undertake empirical research into the work and 
life of cinematographers in order to identify influences and links with 

























































The focus of our overall inquiry is on how cinematography 
plays a role in the cinematographic discourse with the viewer. Or how 
narrative film is visually understood. It is beyond the scope of this 
chapter to describe each methodology in detail as we do so in each case 
study. In this chapter, we will also discuss the motivation, the strategy 
and insights to be gained and the sources used in the empirical section. 
This study is preoccupied with cinematography and its role in 
visual storytelling, and the search for knowledge on visual narration 
can be qualified by the concepts of type of knowledge. We can 
distinguish two different types of knowledge according to Gilbert Ryle 
(1949) in The Concept of Mind. First, there is the knowing of the facts, 
the knowing of that, meaning the rules that govern the phenomenon. In 
this case, it is the theory that defines the visual narration of fiction films. 
We have developed a theory in the previous chapters on the workings 
of visual storytelling with three theoretical models, namely the visual 
construct, the visual narration and the cinematographic discourse. 
Second, there is the knowledge of doing, the knowing of how, the 
experiential implicit knowledge. In our research, this knowledge is 
represented by the experiential knowledge of cinematographers. These 
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two sources of knowledge, theory and experiential knowledge remain 
to be demonstrated with empirical evidence. 
We have also seen that the chain of expressiveness of a fiction 
film exists in three stages, namely the expresser (cinematographer) the 
expressed (fiction film) and the film participation (viewer). These three 
stages can be investigated empirically with various methods that tap 
into specific sources of knowledge. The research strategy consists of 
designing different case studies and using different research methods, 
using the theoretical framework developed to examine our topic 
(Bryman, 2008, p. 56). Firstly, we analyse the visual constructs of 
fiction films to gain insight; secondly, we design and conduct an 
experimental audience study to research the viewer’s participation in 
the story and thirdly, we inquire into the knowledge of 
cinematographers. The knowledge of the fact (that) and the knowledge 
of the doing (how) can lead us to the knowledge of the impact (why). 
After all, we want to examine the role of cinematography in the visual 
narration of the fiction film. How people respond to moving images are 
empirical questions, and contemporary theories of spectatorship are 
characterized by a reluctance to employ empirical modes of 
investigation (Prince, 2012, p. 72). We employ interviews, design a 
film reception experiment and conduct film form analyses, and we will 
thoroughly elaborate on cinematography and cinematographers, both 
quantitatively and qualitatively, in the following chapters. In this 
empirical section, we address the need for more empirical studies that 
examine the cinematographers’ role in visual storytelling. In case 
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studies 1 and 2 we describe the work and life of prominent 
cinematographers, Gregg Toland and Gordon Willis, combined with a 
film analyses of a sequence of their work. In case studies 3 and 4 we 
design and conduct an experiment with an audience survey to research 
the link between the cinematographic expression and the 
cinematographic discourse with the viewer. Finally, in case study 5 we 
examine the opinions of cinematographers on their role in making 
storytelling images. Following the four steps of knowledge acquisition 
we can thus produce meaningful research for the academic community 
while incorporating knowledge derived from the cinematographers’ 
practice. This method is just another way to seek answers. As explained 
by Biggs and Büchler (2010, p. 86): “the practitioner-researcher 
archetype refers to individuals who hold practitioner values but produce 
research in an academic context”. Despite a proliferation of 
methodologies in film studies, research on cinematography has not 
been undertaken, and therefore the sources remain untapped (Grieveson 
& Wasson, 2008, p. xvii). Knowledge can be a broad and abstract 
concept that is difficult to define and quantify. Scholars tend to prefer 
the more measurable components of knowledge (Agrifoglio, 2015, p. 5). 
We are interested in using the experiential knowledge to provide 
empirical evidence to reveal the importance of visual storytelling in 
fiction film. An important source of knowledge is the cinematographers’ 
societies archives and the experiential knowledge of their members, the 
cinematographers. These sources, found in published works and 
interviews with cinematographers, do provide a basis, but additional 
evidence is needed. So, this study also draws on interviews with 
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participants at two events: The International Cinematography Summit 
Conference (ICSC) 2011 in Los Angeles, and the 2012 Annual meeting 
of IMAGO during the CamerImage film festival in Bydgoszcz, Poland. 
Over 20 interviews were conducted, specifically for this dissertation, 
with prominent cinematographers including Vilmos Zsigmund, Haskell 
Wexler, John Bailey, Owen Roizman and other high-profile 
practitioners. The interview subjects were mainly Western 
cinematographers with roots in either the Hollywood movie business or 
the European independent movie industry and its affiliates. All these 
men and women helped to define film history and have had major 
influences on the films they created, but unfortunately have hardly 
figured in film studies.  
It is also useful to consider the discourses of influential trade 
publications. For example, the American Society of Cinematographer 
(ASC) publishes a monthly magazine American Cinematographer 
International Journal of Motion Imaging (first published in 1920) that 
has a wide readership. The current view is that this journal and similar 
documents fall in the category of trade journals, technical manuals and 
other technical writings that only aim to share technical information to 
better the workings of the film industry, but do not hold any reflections 
or valuable insights for academic discourse.  However “Trade press is 
written by and for experts, and as such can be understood as a display 
of expertise” (Sparke, 2015, p. 63). Billy Bitzer already wrote on his 
work in 1919, for example he published an essay on his 
cinematography on the film Intolerance (1919) in the journal The 
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International Photographer. The magazine was published by Local 659 
of The International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees (IATSE), 
a labour union, and the Association of Moving Picture Machine 
Operators of the United States and Canada. There may lie another 
reason for this neglect of the study of cinematography; it is confused 
with the study on technique because the filmic tools of the shot that 
gives form are invisible. Cinematographers purposely make their work 
invisible because the images have to express the story and not draw 
attention to the technology used. That is of course an important part of 
the job of a cinematographer: to make sense and create meaning while 
using the techniques. “The camera can, and in fact, must, be described 
as a narrator of the story, of figurative composition of the audio-visual 
work” (Storaro, 200931). 
4.2 Experiential	knowledge	into	empirical	evidence	
In the following chapters, we will seek evidence of the links 
amongst the three factors involved in the chain of expressiveness of 
storytelling images; the cinematographers, the film and the viewer. 
Unlocking the experiential knowledge of cinematographers allows their 
participation in the critical discussion on the nature of film. In parallel 
with the newly established area of research through art practice, this 
knowledge has to be communicated within the wider field of the 
research community. There is an urgent need to participate in the 





cinematographers’ knowledge in a constructive useful manner beyond 
the filmmakers’ community leads us into an experimental domain that 
still needs systematic rigour. The experiential knowledge of the 
cinematographer’s practice has to be crystalized and documented. 
Before we embark on a description of methodologies we will 
elaborate on the insights that can be gained through empirical research. 
A first goal of these empirical studies is to demonstrate that 
cinematographers have a major influence on the films they work on and 
thus influence film history. The complexity and the responsibilities of a 
cinematographer are so big that most cinematographers grow into their 
job. Many cinematographers first work on the film set in different 
capacities in the camera department; they belong to an informal master 
apprentice system and network. Thus, the experiential knowledge of a 
cinematographer belongs to a body of knowledge that is dynamic in 
nature. Cinematographers, together with most filmmakers, have always 
been part of a wider transnational cultural group, learning and 
exchanging ideas with each other. Studying groups offers us valuable 
data on shared meanings, group interactions and insights in collective 
group thinking (Allard-Poesi, 1998). By crediting cinematographers for 
their impact on the form we explain how knowledge has been shared 
within a cinematographers’ cultural group. This enables us to analyse 
how these film forms have evolved through time in a historical context. 
We can therefore investigate how the knowledge about the 
cinematographic discourse is learned, passed on and changes through 
time within the groups connected by the network of cinematographers 
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and their crews on an international basis. For example, the camera 
assistant working for the cinematographer Rossano Graziati Aldo on 
the film Senso (1954) was Nino Cristiani. Giuseppe Rotunno was the 
camera operator of the film Senso. After working as a camera operator, 
Rotunno moved on to become a cinematographer. Between 1955 and 
1989 Rotunno shot many films in different genres as a cinematographer 
and worked with Federico Fellini on many of their masterpieces, such 
as Amarcord (1973). He took the camera assistant Cristiani, in the role 
of camera operator, along on many other films, including Tosca (1956), 
Anna di Brooklyn (1960) and The leopard (1963). The point we are 
making is that these types of collaboration between camera crews and 
specializations gives rise to collaborative creative achievements, based 
on passed-on knowledge, as manifested in the films these people 
worked on. 
For example, most genres such as the film noir were not 
invented by one person. Newfound liberty after the Second World War 
and the end of fascism in Italy resulted in the rise of Italian neorealism. 
Rossano Graziati Aldo, a cinematographer who learned his trade as still 
photographer in Paris, first shot some documentaries and then met 
Luchino Visconti in Paris when the latter was working in France as an 
assistant director for Jean Renoir. Visconti invited Aldo to work on La 
Terra Trema, which became a turning point in his career. After that 
Aldo worked on many neorealist films, including Umberto D. directed 
by Vittorio De Sica. The style of the Italian neorealism genre is 
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credited as having been an influence on the film noir genre in the US 
(Sheri Chinen Biesen, 2005). 
Another style credited as having influenced the film noir genre 
is German expressionism. Andrew Spicer (2010, p. xliii) explains that 
several films “including Robert Florey’s Murders in the Rue Morgue 
(1932), were overtly expressionistic, displaying strong echoes of 
Caligari in the twisted streets, oddly contoured houses that lean over 
glistening cobblestones, and gloomy shadows, all of which anticipate 
film noir”. Spicer (2010, p. xlii) also relates that many filmmakers fled 
from Nazi Germany to Hollywood, among them the cinematographers 
John Alton, Karl Freund, and Rudolph Maté, together with other film 
artists such as set designers, composers and script writers. “Carrying 
with them knowledge and understanding of expressionist cinema, these 
emigre personnel decisively influenced the development of film noir”. 
Seen in this perspective, we can appreciate the role the 
cinematographers have on the films they work on. We can see a series 
of transformations of the cinematography through film history. This 
work is not limited to an agreed common standard but a never-ending 
progression of the cinematographic expression with images. Then, if 
one can accept our proposition that cinematographers are co-authors of 
their films, we can theorize that we should be able to trace their impact. 
For example, as we have just shown, their imprint on genres, which 
“brings to individual artworks at least two kinds of context to help 
account for the form and the appeal of each work” can then be 
formalized (Dudley, 1984, p. 109). 
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The explicit knowledge of theory and the implicit knowledge of 
cinematographers come together to gain knowledge that lies in the third 
realm of knowledge, the why. It is this desire to seek an explanation of 
why cinematography has an impact on the film experience that we need 
to build cases to connect the dots between the cinematographic 
expressiveness and the cinematographic discourse with the viewer. 
There are five case studies that employ various methodologies. The 
emphasis of the case studies is on the many components and details of 
visual storytelling, not on the method of inquiry (Arneson, 2001). This 
dissertation incorporates a collection of research designs for the 
specific stages of inquiry, using quantitative and qualitative based 
methodologies. The data collected were implemented with a specific 
method for each of the stages to reveal the multiple dimensions 
involved in this inquiry. Also, each case has a specific domain and 
focus, so the general question will be rephrased to clearly outline the 
facet investigated in that part. A short overview of the research methods 
follows; the methodology will be described in more detail at the 
beginning of each chapter. 
4.3 Methodology	
The methodology of case study 1: The influence of 
cinematographer on the cinematographic discourse of fiction film: 
Gregg Toland and case study 2: Visual Storytelling: Gordon Willis and 
the structure of a shot, a case study, combines analysis of interviews 
with selected cinematographers, their career paths and visual analysis 
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of one scene of each of their work. The two cinematographers selected 
for this chapter’s studies, split in two case studies, are Gregg Toland 
(USA, 1904) and Gordon Willis (USA, 1931). The intention is twofold. 
Firstly, it aims to put a focus on two cinematographers who created 
some of the greatest films in film history. This examination of the work 
and life of two cinematographers whose films range across genres, 
directors, styles and time frame will reveal a common ground. 
Secondly, the strategy will consist of using the theoretical framework 
developed earlier to analyse these cinematographer’s work. For the 
sequence analysis of the work of Gregg Toland, a scene from 
Wuthering Heights (1939) was chosen. For the analysis of work of 
Gordon Willis, the last scene of the film The Godfather (1972) was 
selected. This will give us insight in the storytelling capacities of the 
visual narrative construct of shots while at the same time revealing the 
cinematographers’ expression and their visual storytelling capacities. 
In case studies 3 and 4 the role in the cinematographic discourse 
with the viewer of the visual narrative construct of a sequence of shots 
is examined. We looked for emotional involvement with the narrative 
by the viewer because “artworks may be identified as works perceived 
as embodying human expression” (Hagtvedt & Patrick, 2008, p. 795). 
For this purpose, an experimental approach was used. The rationale for 
designing a case study on the visual narrative construct of a shot is to 
demonstrate its impact on the film experience. We understand from 
William (Trochim, 2006) that experimental design is a strategy to 
gather empirical knowledge, knowledge based on the analysis of 
The	Emotions	of	a	Lens	
	 165	
experimental data and not on theoretical models. It can be applied 
whenever the intention is to investigate a phenomenon to gain 
understanding. We adopt a viewer-focused perspective, namely that the 
resulting cinematographic expression focalises the viewers’ role and 
alters their participation with the narrative. For case studies 3 and 4, the 
application of the analytic tools theorised in Chapter 3 enables us to 
describe the visual narrative construct of the shots individually, and 
how the movement from one shot to another creates a spatial temporal 
dimension in a specific cinematic space. This is from a certain 
viewpoint, through which the spectator enters into the diegetic world, 
and experiences the spatial cues as it unfolds and thus perceives 
additional meaning and emotional involvement. The experiment is 
designed to test if the visual narrative construct helps to establish an 
intersubjective relationship between the film and the viewer. The 
conduct of the experiments not only gives us an empirical ground to 
test the theory but also delivers a sound methodological approach that 
can be used as a model for further research. It also highlights the need 
to collaborate with other fields, such as psychology for the audience 
survey, conducted by PhD student ShanShan Yang, and applied 
statistics to measure the outcome of the facets of the film experience, 
conducted by Prof. Dr. Gino Verleye. 
Two case studies were conducted to study how the filmic tools 
characterise the cinematographic differentials and alter the 
cinematographic discourse with the viewer. Certain hypotheses were 
formulated and tested and then accepted or rejected through the 
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collection of responses from the audience and the analysis of scientific 
numerical data (Schrøder, 2003, p. 234). The experimental study was 
designed and conducted specifically to research the audience response 
in regard to correlations in the meaning of the visual narrative construct. 
Because in cinema, “where we gather collectively as an audience but 
engage with the individual intensity of the film spectator” (Patrick, 
2012, p. 62), the individual response to the film form matters. “As the 
field of film receptions studies expand, it is imperative for researchers 
to begin opening up to new methods” (Reinhard & Olson, 2016, p. 53). 
The research questions posed during the experiment are: Does the 
visual narrative construct help to establish an inter-subjective 
relationship between the film and the viewer? Does the viewer build 
relationships with the characters through the visual narrative construct? 
A new experimental design was developed. First, the variables and their 
rationale were defined. Second, experimental films specifically 
produced for this experiment to seek clarification on the effect of the 
filmic tool focal length were shot. A screening was organized and a 
survey designed to gather empirical evidence of the impact of the visual 
narrative construct on the viewer’s film participation. This method 
correlates the viewer’s relationship with the story with the data from 
the filmic tools. Important outcomes of these experiments are the 
discussions and conclusions drawn. 
Case study 5: The role of the cinematographer as the co-author 
of narrative film examines the second aim of this dissertation: to 
provide an initial basis for determining whether the cinematographer 
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can justifiably be included among the co-authors of a motion picture. 
We ask questions and seek answers from conversations with 
cinematographers in regard to co-authorship, art and craft and the role 
of the cinematographer in the creation of a film. Lately “film and 
television studies have been influenced by a variety of techniques 
common to other disciplines” (Cornea, 2008, p. 117). One of the 
techniques being adopted is the use of qualitative interviews with 
filmmakers. However, Christine Cornea (2008, p. 118) elaborates that 
“few academics perform interviews themselves.” She suspects this 
might be because of a reluctance to influence their subject, however 
“this is a shame, because the downside of relying on pre-existing 
interviews generated by the popular press means that the academic is 
not only ignoring a rich field of inquiry, but does not have the 
opportunity to ask the kinds of questions that he or she might want or 
need to ask”. 
The methodology used for case , entails mainly the analysis of 
interviews with cinematographers. Interview analyses, which are 
usually interpretative and thus qualitative, aim to understand latent 
meanings. For this study, we have conducted 20 interviews with 
prominent cinematographers. Another ambition lies behind this writing: 
it aims not only to connect academia with cinematographers; it also 
seeks to add to the debate in regard to author rights. They revealed 
three broad themes aligned with this dissertation’s focus: craft versus 
art, the impact of cinematography on the film experience, and the 
discussion about co-authorship. The most commonly expressed opinion 
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is that through craftsmanship, a cinematographer can be an author. This 
will lead us to the question of the role of cinematographers as co-
authors, past and present. Together, they partly illustrate the role of 
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Together, the questions posed, and the results obtained from 
applying the different methodologies in subsequent chapters, give us a 
multifaceted answer, meaning that no simple result can be derived, but 
the aim is also a better understanding of the questions researched. 
Doing so can help to link different fields of knowledge. That is 
certainly the case in the area of film with all its multi-level purposes 
and aims such as industry, entertainment, global cultural differences 
and commercial aspects. Establishing a dialogue between the 
cinematographer’s science and film studies is not straightforward (R. 
Dyer, 2000, p. 2). However, that should not deter us from building 
bridges between filmmakers and the academic community, between the 
ones who write about film and the ones who make them, and between 
the cinematographers’ societies and the broader world. After all, when 
we watch a movie we are entering a new world and we can learn from 
it, not only from the story, but from our own human nature. Or as 
Kandel (2012, p. 501) expresses it “Art is best understood as a 
distillation of pure experience. It therefore provides an excellent and 
desirable complement to, and enrichment of, the science of the mind”. 
It is this human connection that we are looking for, that seeks to link 
the expresser of that experience with the mind of the viewer. The 
cinematographer Champetier relates a similar idea of the chain of 
human connection by the film screen in an interesting way: 
C’est Jean-Luc Godard qui dit que quand vous regardez la 
télévision vous baissez la tête, mais quand vous êtes au cinéma 
vous levez la tête. Ça veut dire quelque chose, il y a quelque 
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chose dans cette idée de la projection ‘bigger than life’ qui fait 
qu’on voit plus, plus loin, mieux, quelque chose de notre histoire, 
quelque chose qui est censé nous raconter nous les hommes à 




























This paper focuses on the influence of the cinematographer on 
the cinematographic expression of fiction film, specifically defining 
attributes of the cinematographer in the visual narrative. The text 
highlights the contributions of cinematography to the narrative of a 
fiction film during the period 1928–1946 while featuring the 
cinematographer Gregg Toland. The study presents a possible research 
approach to cinematography and the role of the cinematographer in 
influencing the narrative discourse of a film. Critical examination of 
Toland’s cinematographic work establishes his importance and 
influence in an historical context. Analysis of a scene from Wuthering 
Heights (1939) reveals the significance of the visual narrative construct 
through the use of cinematic space and viewpoint in a shot. Together, 
they demonstrate the impact of the visual narrative on the viewer’s film 
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The influence of cinematographer on the cinematographic 
discourse of fiction film: Gregg Toland	
5.1 Introduction	
Without the cinematography of Gregg Toland, the film Citizen 
Kane (1941) would not be considered the masterpiece that it is now. 
We make the claim despite the fact that cinematic innovation is 
traditionally attributed solely to the film director (Watson, 2012, p. 
143). Therefore, this paper proposes an alternative area of investigation: 
attributing the role of cinematography to the successful narrative of a 
film, and more specifically recognising its role in telling visual stories. 
Miriam Hansen (1999, p. 60) writes that during the first half of the 20th 
century, as a result of modernisation, new modes of organising vision 
and sensory perception developed, and from this, different forms of 
mimetic experience and expression emerged. Continuing along the 
lines of Hansen’s observation it may be argued that as a modernist art 
form, cinema can be approached through its experiential nature. This 
nature is evident through study of the practice of the cinematographer 
and her/his influence on the film experience. Yet, if one searches 
articles and books on film studies for evidence of cinematography’s 
influence on the film experience, the results are scant. The role of the 
cinematographer in a film’s narrative is even more neglected. Philip 
Cowan (2012a, p. 232) asserts that the influence of Toland’s 
cinematographic work on Citizen Kane, and more specifically on the 
film’s visual narrative, has almost always been credited to others. 
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Furthermore, Cowan (2012a, p. 231) states that Toland’s role has been 
unfairly consigned to that of technician: “This treatment of Toland at 
the hand of historians, critics and academics illustrates the wider 
misrepresentation of the great cinematographers of the past, and present. 
Often defined as technicians rather than artists, as artisans rather than 
authors”. 
The intention of this paper is to put a spotlight on the 
cinematographer who created some of the greatest works in film 
history—films that ended up at the top of the ‘best lists’, received 
worldwide acclaim and continue to be studied today. Film studies are 
rarely concerned with the cinematographer’s work and her/his 
contribution. Even film students who aspire to become 
cinematographers do not know about them. Students do not read about 
or study their work, let alone learn to appreciate how much these 
individuals experimented, and how this experience led them to discover 
new ways of storytelling through images. To file cinematography away 
with the label technique or craft or any other simplistic designation 
seems a waste of a source of knowledge developed over the last 100 
years of filmmaking. A round table discussion with the Belgian Society 
of Cinematographers (SBC) and students from different Brussels film 
schools revealed that none of the students present, of which a third 
wished to become cinematographers, had heard of Gregg Toland—
despite his undeniable influence on cinema. 
We aim to clarify the role of the cinematographer, specifically 
through Toland’s work. We will demonstrate through the analysis of a 
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sequence of shots that the visual narrative construct of each shot 
evokes the multilevel meanings of the shot, namely the cognitive and 
the visual. Also, we will explore the connection between the perception 
of representational space and the spatial experience of the viewer. What 
interests us is how the cinematographic expression can influence the 
emotional meaning and the engagement of a viewer with a fiction film. 
In essence, this paper strives to call attention to an immensely rich field 
of enquiry: the cinematographer’s practice and the impact of 
cinematography on narrative film. 
5.2 The	visual	narrative	construct	of	a	shot	
We need to differentiate between the dramatic action of the film 
script and the visual drama of the shots. There are two layers of 
meaning: the former is through the content and the action of the story, 
and the latter is through the guidance of the eye, how the viewer sees 
the story—the cinematographic discourse. We do not need a grand 
theory to research cinematography; we can conduct an enlightened 
study without it (Bordwell, 2012, p. 30). We simply propose to look in 
detail at shots and how they interact with one another in order to 
enquire into the power of the filmic image as a storytelling agent and as 
an important component of the cinematic illusion. This can be achieved 
by looking at the visual form, created by the cinematographer and 
shaped by filmic tools. The basic properties of cinematographic 
expression are space and time in the shot. Because the images are 
moving, these space and time units have a dynamic nature. This 
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interrelatedness results in the expressiveness of cinematography 
through an ever-changing form and content. 
What we will call the visual narrative construct of a shot 
consists of a cinematic space and a viewpoint. It will be used to analyse 
the perception of visual narration and its impact on the film experience 
of the viewer. The range of knowledge about the story, meaning what is 
where, is visually depicted by the content and its placement. The depth 
of the story, meaning from where it is seen, determines the objectivity 
and subjectivity of the narration. The visual narrative construct of the 
shot then visually tells the range and the depth of the narration. The 
cinematographer creates cinematic spaces in which characters, objects 
and events are perceived by the viewer from a specific evolving 
viewpoint. The visual narrative construct then uses that viewpoint to 
indicate the position of the viewer in space in relation to the action, in 
order to focalise the viewer. By analogy with the literary voice, the 
viewpoint can be first-, second- or third-person depending on the 
position of the viewer in relation to the action line and the eye-line. 
This facilitates the building of relationships with the characters and the 
events of the story. 
5.3 Methodology	
We will apply this strategy to analyse the work of Gregg Toland 
(1904–1948) in order to better understand the cinematographic 
discourse of the films he made. First, we will describe the historical 
context of Toland’s era to situate his work and work environment, as 
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well as to demonstrate that cinematographers have never been 
unthinking technicians who simply followed directives from their boss, 
the director, but rather have always been actively engaged and 
collaborated in the creation of the film medium. Indeed, because they 
have actively contributed to the narrative of moving pictures, their 
influence has had an expansive impact on film history: “Ultimately, 
cinema did not evolve simply into two or three separate paths, but into 
various branches, growing out of basic impulses” (Robert Phillip 
Kolker, 2006, p. 32). 
Our methodology will then turn to a critical examination of 
Toland’s work, comprising films that span across genres, directors and 
styles. From there, we will examine how the cinematographer connects 
with the viewer through the film to explain how filmic tools and the 
cinematographer’s imagination play substantial parts in 
cinematographic expression. The significance of form can be analysed 
using different methods. We will apply perceptual, visual and object-
based methods of analysis on moving images. The visual narrative 
construct signifies the dramatic moment of a shot. In analysing the 
visual structure of a shot, we can then reveal the duality of the 
organisation of the characters in space in relation to the viewer and the 
dramatic connotation in the spectator’s mind. We will do this by 
analysing a film sequence to demonstrate the impact of filmic tools on 
the cinematographic expression. This calls for a broad but very precise 




In the opinion of Nestor Almendros (2003, p. 94), the film 
Sunrise (1927) was a perfect example of freedom of camera movement. 
He recounts that for this film, “Rosher and Struss invented the 
suspended camera dolly over the heads of the players. Apparently, they 
put tracks on rails on the ceiling (instead of on the floor), as in the 
scenes in the restaurant”. In this case, they were innovating with the 
relationship of the camera to the actors and objects to create new 
cinematic space; the camera was set free. In 1927, the silent era ended, 
and the talkies took over for good. Hollywood would now focus on 
narrative fiction films with a soundtrack, and the visual storytelling 
consequently suffered. At first this was owing to the technology: Heavy, 
noisy cameras suddenly needed to be silenced for the microphones and 
thus became difficult to operate, requiring a rethinking of technical 
solutions and artistic input. Almendros (2003, p. 94) notes: “When 
sound came, because of the huge blimping33necessary to blot out the 
noise of the camera mechanism, the camera was necessarily very static 
and the techniques became stiff and studio-like”. In an online article 
about the documentary Visions of the Light (1992), film critic Kenneth 
Turan (1993) noted that cinematographers during their career have 
always had to learn and experiment with the given technology: 
“Accident, risk, instinct and experimentation in fact turn out to be key 
components of a cinematographer’s modus operandi”. Stephen Burum, 
																																								 																				
33 To make soundproof 
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cinematographer of the film The Outsiders (1983), has also said: 
“Cinematographers have gotten used to always pushing, always 
wanting to explore, getting into trouble and fighting your way out of it” 
(Burum in Turan, 1993). Therefore, this constant search, learning from 
experimentation and from fellow cinematographers, as well as their 
crews, is a vital part of the practice of a cinematographer wherever and 
whenever they work. 
The studios typically hired cinematographers for three-year 
contracts. The pioneer cinematographer James Wong Howe described 
how the innovative experimental work of the cinematographer was 
done out of love for the movies but was not rewarded by the studios. 
When sound, and later colour, came in, the studios provided no time for 
experimentation. So, cinematographers had to master the technology by 
trial and error. When a cinematographer had an idea, he could present it 
to the studio, which might let him develop it: “All the technical 
developments came individually, by and from individuals, often 
working on their own time and at their own expense” (Howe in Silver, 
2010, pp. 53-54). In addition, when a cameraman signed a contract with 
a studio, anything he discovered or invented belonged to the studio. 
With such an attitude, cinematographers rarely received awards or 
accolades. By contrast, in those days cameramen were very 
collaborative within their field; sharing ideas, discussions and 
appreciation for each other’s work was the bread and butter for 
advancing cinematographic knowledge. Cinematographer Arthur C. 
Miller explains that there were no secrets among film crews: “When we 
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used an effect everyone knew exactly what the diffusion was, the 
intensity of each arc” (Miller in Higham, 1970, p. 135). This 
collaborative spirit is embodied in the mission of the American Society 
of Cinematographers (ASC), founded in 1919 “for the dual purpose of 
advancing the art and science of cinematography and bringing 
cinematographers together to exchange ideas, discuss techniques and 
promote the motion picture as an art form” (A.S.C.). 
Also having significant impact on film production of this era 
was the immigration of cinematographers to the United States. In 
Berlin, German expressionism had gained prominence in the field of 
narrative filmmaking, and one of its best-known cinematographers, 
Karl Freund, emigrated to the USA because of political turmoil in 
Germany in the late 1920s. He contributed his innovative camerawork 
to more than 100 German and American films, including the classics 
Metropolis (1927) and Key Largo (1948). Vittorio Storaro et al. (2013, 
p. 30) remarked: “He worked on around sixty Hollywood movies in 
every genre and was hailed as the evergreen “link” with the Golden age 
of German Cinema”. When Freund directed the Mad Love in 1935, 
Toland was second cinematographer, together with Chester A. Lyons 
(1885–1936).  
In addition to the studios’ power, significant power was wielded 
by the stars. They regarded the role of cinematographers as simply to 
make them look good and as a result had their own preferences; they 
could promote one cinematographer or break another. For example, 
when Howe did some makeup tests for Madeleine Carroll, star of The 
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Prisoner of Zenda (1937), the film was being shot by Bert Glennon, a 
cinematographer whom Howe had worked for as second cameraman 
many years before. Carroll liked Howe’s tests. Glennon was fired on 
the spot, and Howe took over that day. Howe recalls: “So he assigned 
me to photograph the picture. It was very embarrassing and strange for 
me to walk onto his set at 10 o’clock and take over” (Howe in Silver, 
2010, p. 80). Meanwhile, the really big stars, such as Marlene Dietrich 
or Greta Garbo, selected their own cameramen: “The producer might 
have several cameramen come in and make tests and find out which 
one photographed the actress the way they thought she should look” 
(Howe in Silver, 2010, p. 91). 
5.5 Gregg	Toland	as	interdisciplinary	artist	
Toland began his career at age 15 as an office boy at William 
Fox Studios. He progressed to assistant cameraman by age 18. He 
worked on the film The Bat (1926) with cinematographer Arthur 
Edeson (1891–1970), who is best known for his work on the film 
Casablanca (1942). In 1928, Toland collaborated on the experimental 
short film The Life and Death of 9413, a Hollywood Extra, now 
regarded as a landmark avant-garde film . By the age of 27, Toland 
received his first solo credit for Palmy Days (1931), a musical comedy 
(Storaro et al., 2013, p. 66). In 1939, he won an Oscar for his work on 
Wuthering Heights (1939), directed by William Wyler. The following 
year, he contacted Orson Welles, who then hired him to shoot Citizen 
Kane (1941). Toland can be characterised as an experimental artist who 
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always sought to renew and invent cinematographic expression. It was 
precisely this drive to experiment that led him to approach Welles to 
work on Citizen Kane. Toland wrote in 1941 that the cinematographer 
always needed to apply an artistic approach to a film instead of relying 
on habit. He explained the distinction between a commandment and a 
convention, revealing his artistic approach towards filming: 
Photographically speaking, I understand a commandment to be a 
rule, axiom, or principle, an incontrovertible fact of photographic 
procedure which is unchangeable for physical and chemical 
reasons. On the other hand, a convention, to me, is a usage which 
has become acceptable through repetition. It is a tradition rather 
than a rule. With time, the convention becomes a commandment, 
through force of habit. I feel that the limiting effect is both 
obvious and unfortunate. (Toland, 1941) 
Toland worked in the studio system but managed to acquire 
considerable freedom to choose the films he wanted to do:  
Contracted throughout his career to Samuel Goldwyn (although 
he was lent to other producers), Toland was permitted more 
freedom than most cinematographers of his time, from being 
allowed his choice of crew and story properties to converting 
studio cameras to his own specifications. Working with directors 
such as Howard Hawks, William Wyler, John Ford and Orson 
Welles, Toland found himself in the unique position of being able 
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to incorporate technological innovations into equally innovative 
narrative frameworks. (Monaco, Pallot, & Baseline, 1991, p. 536)  
Despite his death at the early age of 44, Toland accumulated an 
impressive list of significant films, yet he will always be best 
remembered for his contribution to Citizen Kane. 
In ‘La technique du Citizen Kane’, André Bazin (1947, p. 28) 
(mis)credits Welles as the ‘inventor’ of use of a large depth of field. He 
stated: “Orson Welles started a revolution by systematically employing 
a depth of focus that had so far not been used”. The cinematographic 
community did not appreciate such statements. Miller recalls: “As deep 
as I could carry the focus, I’d carry it, well before “Citizen Kane”’ 
(Miller in Higham, 1970, p. 134). But, the bad reaction was not because 
of rivalry between cinematographers but rather because the statement 
ignored the sharing and collaboration in the field and the 
cinematographer’s input. For example, Miller and Toland were both 
members of the ASC, which promoted the very collaboration and 
learning from one another, that enriched the art and knowledge of 
cinematographers. As stated by Ryan Piccirillo (2011), “Citizen Kane is 
a prime example of the possibilities enabled by the technological 
evolution. However, it is most important to remember that human 
inventiveness is responsible for the realization of these technologies in 




Cowan (2012b, p. 76) states: “The general academic view of the 
cinematographer is as a technician, charged with the technical and 
practical realization of a director’s vision”. However, this view of the 
artistic contribution of the cinematographer ignores the broader societal 
reality of film production, the interdisciplinary nature of a film set and 
its artistic intentions. Cinematographers evolve; they start to learn and 
grow as they work in different roles and then with different directors. 
As Cowan (2012b, p. 77) later points out, “DoPs [cinematographers] 
are not however limited in their creative expressions to only long-
standing partnerships. Toland’s most significant work is Citizen Kane, 
and he famously only worked with Welles once”. 
This discussion is not about a battle of egos but about a broader 
problem. Over the decades, Bazin has been quoted and paraphrased, 
and as noted above, this has contributed to the false notion that film 
crews are not part of a creative team but rather consist of a workforce 
executing orders, and leads to false claims such as that Welles was the 
inventor of ‘deep focus’. In fact, the real genius of Welles when 
directing his first film, Citizen Kane, was that he trusted his crew and 
headed the film production as the leader of a creative interdisciplinary 
lab. In sum, we argue that the director is not the sole artistic creator of a 
film and therefore refute the validity of the auteur theory of film 




Toland’s attitude towards his art and his insistence on 
collaborating with the same team resulted in his creating original, 
innovative work. In her essay ‘Raising Kane’, Pauline Kael (1971) 
recalls that Toland was driven by a passion for creating storytelling 
images, that he sought new challenges to create new works that 
communicated with the viewer. She relates that Toland was the ‘hottest’ 
photographer in Hollywood at the time, and he called Welles and asked 
to work with him. As usual, he collaborated with his own four-man 
camera crew, who had recently celebrated their fifteenth year of 
working together: 
This picture was made with love; the year before his death, in 
1948, Toland said that he had wanted to work with Welles 
because he was miserable and felt like a whore when he was on 
run-of-the-mill assignments, and that ‘photographing Citizen 
Kane was the most exciting professional adventure of my career. 
(Kael, 1971) 
Kael Kael (1971) continues: ‘I surmise that part of the 
adventure was his finding a way to use and develop what the great Karl 
Freund had taught him’. Indeed, Freund not only taught him but 
inspired him in the art of cinematographic expression. Toland was of 
course not simply applying the rules that Freund had passed on to him 
but building on the experience he had accumulated as an artist. 
Many cinematographers would agree with Toland’s theory that 
photography must fit the story Toland (1941, p. 76). He calls it “an 
Cinematographic	Discourse		
	 	 	
effort to provide visual variety as well as a proper photographic vehicle 
for the plot”. He elaborates that he could not approach each film he shot 
with the same visual ideas: “Fitting Wuthering Heights and Grapes of 
Wrath and Long Voyage Home to an identical photographic pattern 
would be unfair to director, writer, actors, and audience”. He goes on to 
emphasise that cinematography is distinct from style: “Style too often 
becomes deadly sameness. In my opinion, the day of highly stylized 
cinematography is passing, and is being superseded by a candid, 
realistic technique and an individual approach to each new film subject” 
(Toland, 1941, p. 77). Given his words, to dismiss a creative 
cinematographic artist such as Toland as merely a technician 
impoverishes film studies. 
 Analysis	of	a	film	sequence	5.6.1
The meaning of the shot is partly derived from its visual form, 
created with filmic tools and all the elements of the film set. In an 
analysis of the impact of the visual on the viewer, the technical matter 
that is needed to create a shot belongs to the film set, not to the film or 
to the film experience. A cinematographer wields tools to create a 
cinematic space for each shot, employing an extensive kit that 
comprises lights, cameras, lenses, dollies, cranes and so on. All other 
elements of a film set, such as actors, costumes, makeup and location, 
with its props and furniture, are lined up in front of the camera to 
compose the shot that tells a part of the story. The shot’s form consists 
of a visual narrative construct that carries meaning through the 
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cinematographic differentials—frame, attention and cinematic space—
influencing one another to establish a diegetic world in the mind of the 
viewer, who is ready to explore and wander. Filmic tools differentiate 
attention, frame and cinematic space. The camera position in regard to 
the action line and the shape of the cinematic space of a shot will also 
define the viewer’s role; the viewpoint reflects from whose eyes the 
shot is perceived. The analytic terms cinematic space and viewpoint of 
a shot are rooted in the creation, and subsequently the perception, of the 
cinematic space from a particular point of view. We will demonstrate 
that we can use these terminologies to analyse the narration of the 
visual stories. The cinematic space will visualise what is where, but it 
will also orient the viewer in that space. The action line and the eye-line 
indicate the positions and significantly, the movement of those 
positions. By these means, spatial cues can be perceived. 
Louis Giannetti (2002, p. 81) explains that in film, proxemic 
patterns are also related to the shots and their distance ranges. He points 
to the importance of the mise-en-scène and the frame size in relation to 
the spatial cues: “The way space is shared within the frame is one of the 
major tools of the metteur en scene, who can define, adjust, and 
redefine human relationships by exploiting spatial conventions” (ibid, 
2002, 70). Spatial cues perceived during the film will be experienced as 
in the real world by the spectator. The spatial cues flow between the 
film and the viewer and tell part of the story. As described by Edward 
Hall (1968, p. 11), “Spatial changes give a tone to a communication, 
accent it, and at times even override the spoken word. The flow and 
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shift of distance between people as they interact with each other is part 
and parcel of the communication process”. This effect is felt by the 
spectator and relates to seeing and perceiving the real world. The result 
will be a two-dimensional projection of a space on the screen that feels 
three-dimensional and gives spatial cues to the viewer from her/his 
viewpoint. The shots built with filmic tools are thus discontinuous in 
spatial expression but continuous in the expressiveness of the film 
experience. The embodiment gives the viewer a spatial position in the 
filmic world that can range from intimate to public and a role that can 
range from objective to subjective for each shot. 
Hall goes on to discuss the way in which artists employ this 
spatial communication tool to communicate with the viewer and how 
the artist can use these sense impressions to connect with the audience. 
The expression of the artist becomes the experience of the viewer, and 
the cinematographic expression becomes the cinematographic discourse. 
The viewer then can engage with the film and the characters because of 
the conversation held through the cinematographic discourse. As 
already established, the invisible filmic tools make the meaning visible 
and enable the viewer to see the story through the images, thereby 
creating visual stories. 
In the following section, we will demonstrate how Toland wrote 
with images part of the narrative of the film Wuthering Heights and 
thus collaborated as co-author in the film. We will do this by analysing 
the filmic experience of a specific scene, the visual narrative construct 
and the tools/technique used to accomplish this. In doing so, we will 
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see how the work of the cinematographer creates a visual narrative 
construct through the use of tools and technique to construct a unified 
cinematic experience.   
 The	dance	scene	in	the	film	Wuthering	Heights	(1939)	5.6.2
The scene’s content is as follows: The two main characters of 
the film, Cathy (Merle Oberon) and Heathcliff (Laurence Olivier), spy 
on a dance party at one of the grand, stately houses of the area. Cathy is 
dazzled and fascinated by this elegant and beautiful spectacle and 
dreams one day to be part of it. Heathcliff has been dragged by her into 
this adventure, and for him, an adopted boy, trespassing in the garden 
seems risky. However, he wants to oblige Cathy, for whom he holds a 
deep affection that will turn into passionate love when they become 
adults. The danger of being caught and the excitement of watching the 
dancers make this scene dynamic, filled with a tingling tension. 
Cathy’s desire and fascination with the scene inside the house 
are embodied in the two separate spaces—the garden and the 
ballroom—as two distinctly different worlds. The two teenagers’ world 
is low and dark, while the ballroom is high and bright. The viewer is 
first with the youngsters in the garden eagerly watching the scene 
inside. The viewer travels together with Cathy’s mind inside the room 
to participate in the fun. When Cathy and Heathcliff are caught, the 
viewer sees them from the inside, now residing with the dancers and 
their moral judgment of the pair secretly watching from the dark garden. 
This scene is a prelude to the future, when Cathy will marry inside the 
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house and Heathcliff will be in the dark outside, separated from her. 























The viewer first discovers Cathy and Heathcliff looking towards 
the window but then sees what they see behind the window: a dancing 
crowd, having fun. 
The visual narrative construct of shot 1: The viewer is first 
watching the young couple in the social space, but then attention turns 
to the scene inside, a public space, seeing what they are observing. The 
viewpoint turns from second person to first person as the viewer moves 
into the public space of the dancers. 
Tools: A slow tracking shot with a lift-up, starting from behind 
the couple towards the window and ending with the dancers framed in 
the second room. The depth of field is large; in the beginning of the 
shot, the foreground and background are both in focus. The lens is wide, 
making the movement of the camera, forward on the axis line, slow. 
The garden is dark and obscure, and the second room, where the 
dancers swirl, is brightly lit. The eye-line and the axis line fall together 
with the line of the camera movement.  
The viewer experiences the conflicting emotions of Heathcliff, 
who is worried and would prefer to stay in the dark, and Cathy, who 












The visual narrative construct of shot 2: The viewer is in the 
personal space with the couple, in a second-person viewpoint. 
Heathcliff is higher and darker than Cathy; the viewer feels his worries 
and her hopes. 
Tools: A slightly high camera position with a long lens. The 
depth of field is shallow, just encompassing them, and the garden is out 
of focus. Heathcliff is in the shadows while Cathy’s face is brightly lit. 
This is the only shot of the sequence that is not shot on the axis line. 
The eyeline is right frame. 
The viewer is now inside the room with the dancing couples, 
experiencing the joy and excitement of the dance and the music. The 
viewer understands Cathy’s wish to be inside instead of outside in the 












The visual narrative construct of shot 3: The viewer is in the 
social space of the dancers, from the first-person viewpoint of Cathy as 
if she were one of the participants of the party. 
Tools: A wide lens, positioned a bit low to encompass Cathy’s 
point of view. This employs a large depth of field with the composition 
focusing on the woman with the white swirling dress. 
The viewer is now inside the house in the dark room, positioned 
between the garden and the ballroom, looking towards the dancers but 
feeling the presence of the couple outside. When a man approaches, 
looking curiously towards the window behind the viewer, the risk of 













The visual narrative construct of shot 4: The viewpoint is third 
person, and the cinematic space is public. When a man approaches, 
coming into the dark front room, the viewpoint changes to second 
person, and the cinematic space becomes social. 
Tools: The camera height is at eye level with the people inside 
the room. The dance room is framed by the doorway and separates the 
bright space from the dark space. The man walks towards the camera; 
the eyeline and the axis line fall together. 
The unmasking of the intruders is experienced from the inside, 
but neither as accomplice nor as discoverer. Empathy is with the couple 














The visual narrative construct of shot 5: From a second-person 
viewpoint, the couple is in the social space but behind the window. 
Tools: The camera is behind a chair in the dark room and a bit 
lower than the shot before, in between the camera heights of shots 3 
and 4. The eyeline is slightly right camera, indicating the approaching 
man. 
Together, the visual narrative construct of these shots transports 
the viewer from one viewpoint to another: behind the main characters 
in the garden, over their heads towards the window (shot 1); next to 
them looking towards the scene (shot 2); in the house with the dancers 
(shot 3); retreating in the dark front room leading to the ballroom still 
looking towards the dance crowd (shot 4); then looking towards Cathy 





alternating cinematic spaces and their viewpoints show us the 
dreamland in front of Cathy’s eyes and her desire to belong. The viewer 
also understands the danger it evokes in Heathcliff’s mind. All these 
longings and fears are felt by the viewer in empathy with the characters. 
This connection of the viewer with the characters is partly achieved 
through the visual narrative constructs of the shots, which tell the range 
and the depth of the narrative. 
5.7 Conclusion	
In this paper, we have credited contributions of the 
cinematographer and his crew towards the visual narrative of a movie. 
We gave a short historical overview of the role of the cinematographer 
that highlighted the contributions and significance of cinematography 
to the narration of that era. Critical examination of the work and role of 
the cinematographer Gregg Toland has clarified the importance of his 
influence on the films he worked on. An analysis of a scene from the 
film Wuthering Heights demonstrates the use of cinematic space and 
viewpoint. In conjunction, this will partly prove the impact of the visual 
narrative construct of a shot on the film experience of the viewer and 
thus expose the cinematographer’s role in visual storytelling. As 
demonstrated, all the shots visualise the narrative and thus contribute to 
the filmic experience. Hence, by showing that the seemingly ‘invisible’ 
cinematic tools make the meaning visible, we can confirm the impact of 
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The objective of this paper is to highlight the significance of 
cinematography and inspire further research into that aspect of 
filmmaking. We argue that the study of cinematography can lead to a 
better understanding of visual narration and will generate useful 
insights for film studies. To demonstrate those points, we discuss the 
role of cinematographers in fiction film during the period named New 
Cinema (1968-1980). Specifically, we will look at Gordon Willis, a 
prominent cinematographer of that era, who has claimed to be partly 
responsible for changing the nature of cinema at that time. By way of 
illustration we will highlight the power of visual storytelling by 
analysing a sequence of shots from a film Willis designed: The 
Godfather (1972). This can lead to an appreciation of the importance of 
cinematography for cinema in general and for film studies in particular. 
 
KEYWORDS: cinematography; Gordon Willis; The Godfather; 
new cinema, visual storytelling 
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Visual Storytelling: Gordon Willis and the structure of a shot, 
a case study  
6.1 Introduction	
In her essay, How Cinematography Creates Meaning in Happy 
Together (Wong Kar-wai, 1997), Cathy Greenhalgh (2005, p. 195) 
noted that cinematography is rarely discussed at length in film studies. 
The investigation of cinematography is often confused with a study of 
the aesthetic, genre, style or the technological impact of a film (R. Dyer, 
2000, p. 3). Dayan observes that in film studies, there are two ways to 
understand content in film. One is to focus on the level of fiction, that 
is, the organization of film content and “Equally important, however, 
and far less studied, is filmic enunciation, the system that negotiates the 
viewer’s access to the film—the system that “speaks” the fiction” 
(Dayan, 1975, p. 106).  We want to investigate if a cinematographer 
speaks. Traditionally, the director has been given the role of author and 
thus is considered the sole “speaker” of the film, thus consigning the 
cinematographer’s role to that of a technician, naming him/her the 
executor of the director’s will and vision. There are implications 
beyond the cinematographer’s role; it has repercussions in academia 
too. This view of cinema ignores a fascinating and rich part of the film 
narrative, namely how the visual speaks. Seen from an historical 
perspective the influence of cinematography on cinema has all but been 
ignored. 
Cinematographic practice itself, with all the complex skills and 
techniques involved, is rarely part of the few discussions there are on 
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cinematography. How can the experiential knowledge of the 
cinematographer’s practice be crystallized and documented? This paper 
is a small step in spreading cinematography’s experiential knowledge 
beyond the circle of cinematographers and their crews. The idea that 
cinematography is merely a technical job that is defined by a set of 
instructions and rules that govern the cinematographic expression leads 
to the false conclusion that all cinematographers prefer to produce 
images according to certain standards. However, that is not the essence 
of cinematography. As John Bailey points out: “the essence of 
cinematography is nothing more than intense observation and the 
sensitive use of appropriate tools to capture the truth of the drama” 
(italics added) (Bailey in Bergery, 2002, p. x). So, technique is just a 
means to an end: the cinematographic expression changes according the 
dramatic necessity of a film. Or as Gordon Willis puts it “there is no 
formula, but everybody wants it” (Willis in Ikeman, 2013a). He further 
elaborates that what you do with the technique comes out of the drama, 
the actor, the script, “the formula comes out of you” (Willis in Ikeman, 
2013a). Our research aims to help to clarify the relevance of 
cinematography to fiction film. The discussion of cinematography as a 
craft as opposed to an art, whether a cinematographer is an artist or a 
craftsman, has wider implications than often assumed. To file 
cinematography away with the label technique or craft or any other 
simplification seems a waste of a source of knowledge developed over 
more than 100 years of filmmaking. Cinematographers’ work, opinion 




We will take two steps; firstly, in a broad framework we will 
situate and explore the industrial and cultural context of the era 1968-
1980 that has been called New Cinema  (Keating, 2014).  This 
coincides with the time when Willis developed and refined his art with 
films like Klute (1971), The Godfather (1972), All the President’s 
Men (1976), Annie Hall (1977) and many more. We roughly outline the 
historical role of cinematographers in the development of cinematic 
visual language and their impact on the films of that time. We will 
attempt to show that by examining the role of the cinematographer on a 
film set we can enrich our understanding of the importance of 
cinematography to cinema.  
Secondly, we will put a spotlight on the work of Gordon Willis 
to understand what he means when he states that he changed cinema. 
We chose Willis because he created films that are inspirational for the 
following generations of cinematographers. His work is appreciated 
and known to those who are inspired to continue the same work, the 
exploration and creation of storytelling images. The selection of only 
one cinematographer is clearly just the tip of the iceberg. 
Further, through an analysis of the last five shots from The 
Godfather (1972) we want to show why Willis defines cinematography 
as visual psychology. Therefore, we look closely at the visual narration 
of those five shots of the film in order to analyse the link between the 
dramatic action of the film script and the visual drama of the shots. Or, 
as Willis puts it, “the design of the film, visually and structurally” 
Visual	Storytelling	
	 	 	
(Willis in Ikeman, 2013a). This will allow us to show that there are two 
layers of meaning: one is through the content and the action of the story 
itself and the other is through the guidance of the eye, how the viewer 
sees the story. In doing so we will underline the importance of the 
visual form of shots (individually and in sequence) to form narration 
and the viewer’s participation in it. 
6.3 Gordon	Willis	and	his	era	
As a cinematographer, Gordon Willis (1931-2014) has mostly 
been noted for his work with three directors: Alan Pakula, Francis Ford 
Coppola and Woody Allen. Willis was the director of photography of 
all three of these men’s breakthrough movies: Klute (1970), The 
Godfather (1971) and Annie Hall (1976). Willis came in contact with 
the film making business at an early age. His father was a make-up 
artist for the industry and his son was cast in some films as a child. 
Willis relates that he learned a lot from watching films in the movie 
theatres while growing up in New York. The effect of intensively 
watching so many movies made him want to become involved in the 
trade. After serving in the Korean War, where he made documentaries 
for the US army, he started working on film sets. Here he learned the 
technical part of the job, “you pick up a lot of stuff working with other 
cameramen” (Willis in Ikeman, 2013a). By this he meant the technical 
aspects of the job, including how to use the tools of the craft on a set. 
What he learned was that a cinematographer wields tools to create an 
expression for each shot, using an extensive toolbox that comprises 
lights, cameras, lenses, dollies, cranes, and so on. By contrast, all other 
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elements of a film set, such as actors, costume, make-up and the film 
location with its props and furniture, are lined up in front of the camera 
to compose the shot that tells a part of the story.  
For the first 12 years Willis started out by copying other 
cinematographers’ work. In this way, he learned his craft. He realized 
that he first had to acquire a thorough knowledge of the tools so that 
their use became second nature to him (Ettedgui, 1998, pp. 117-125). 
Willis needed the relevant experience to express himself as a 
cinematographer, and he recalls it as follows: 
As I went from shot to shot, from film to film, the 
accumulation of experience enabled me to become more 
and more selective; once I began to understand, for 
example, what the focal length of a particular lens would 
look like on the screen, I started to make conscious choices 
about when to use it based on whether it was the best lens 
to realize the drama of a particular shot or scene, or the best 
choice to photograph a particular actress, or how well it 
would cut with another shot using a lens of a different focal 
length (Willis in Ettedgui, 1998, p. 118). 
He continues to explain that once you have learned the craft, the 
real work of the art of cinematography begins. “Assuming you know 
your craft, why you do something is more important than how” (Willis 
in Ettedgui, 1998, p. 125). When Willis had accumulated enough 
experience in the craft, he could develop the real work of a 
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cinematographer, the “why you do something” instead of how you do it. 
This coincided with the period that has also been called the New 
Cinema. That was also a time when more and more studios were 
acquired by other unrelated business conglomerates (Kunz, 2007, p. 41). 
The age of packaged films and the independent film company was 
beginning. Keating (2014, p. 85) writes that, “in 1967 Time declared 
that films like Bonnie and Clyde (1967) were the first examples of a 
‘New Cinema’” Bonnie and Clyde, an iconic film of this movement, is 
a good example of how the new conditions in the filmmaking industry 
changed the relationships between older and newer generations of 
filmmakers. Although we think of its director, Arthur Penn, as a 
founder of the New Cinema, its cinematographer Burnett Guffey had 
broad experience in filmmaking. 
Guffey’s experience harked back to the studio systems 
apprentice system where cinematographers learned through on the job 
training. From 1923 to 1928 he worked as an assistant cameraman. 
After that he was a camera operator for several cinematographers 
during the classical Hollywood era of the 30s and 40s. Rudolph Maté 
was one cinematographer who he worked under on a number of films.  
Maté first served as a second unit camera operator and later as a 
replacement cinematographer to Karl Freund34 on the film Mikael 
																																								 																				
34 Karl Freund was then an eminent cinematographer of German 
Expressionism. Freund worked with the director Fritz Lang on a number 




(1924). “In 1923 he collaborated with the Iconic German lenser Karl 
Freund on Mikael, which the Danish director Carl Theodor Dreyer was 
shooting in Germany” (Storaro et al., 2013, p. 34). Maté immigrated to 
Hollywood in 1935 (Pierre 2016, 240). Here we can see how Guffey 
learned from Maté, who had learned from Freund. This chain of 
connection is very typical for a career in cinematography. Guffey 
himself became a cinematographer in 1943. When Penn worked with 
Guffey, 17 years his senior, on Bonnie and Clyde, Guffey was by then a 
seasoned cinematographer. After the studio system’s collapse around 
1960, he became a freelancer. Instead of going into the relative safety 
of television he worked with the new generation of directors who 
trusted the senior cinematographers and valued their experience. Much 
like the relationship of Gregg Toland and Orson Welles, Guffey was 
given room for artistic contribution and experiments to push his 
cinematography further. Not all cinematographers could transit into this 
new work method. The collapse of the studios was not easy for all of 
the studio cinematographers who had earlier relied on year-long 
contracts with the studios for their income. Cinematographers now had 
to compete more for work in films, against both the seasoned veterans 
and the new generation. This changed the role of the cinematographer 
from working for a studio to collaborating with a director who could 
challenge and reinvent the film industry’s norms. As many of these 
experienced cinematographers became too old they stopped working. 
This opened up room for the next generation of cinematographers 
(Beach, 2015, p. 140), giving them new opportunities. That meant that 
the unions also had to release the grip they had on the profession. 
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Christopher Beach (2015) relates how by the mid 1960s union 
members were almost all over 60 and the younger cameramen could 
not rise in the ranks in order to become cinematographers. By 1970, 
this restrictive set of rules became an obstacle that younger 
cinematographers would no longer face. In an interview with Vincent 
LoBrutto, Sandi Sissel recalls, how in the early seventies she was 
suddenly able to become a member because the union, IA (International 
Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees), needed a more diverse 
membership to serve television. “My career has paralleled the women’s 
movement. Two or three years previous to that, I could have knocked 
on that door (of the Union) endlessly and it would have made no 
difference. Most people getting into IA in those days were the sons and 
nephews of members” (Sissel in LoBrutto, 1999, p. 173). 
As a leading figure in the New Cinema, Willis says, only half-
jokingly, that he was the main reason why cinema changed around 
1968 (Willis in Ikeman, 2013b). Willis definitely contributed much and 
was instrumental to changes in visual storytelling at that time, but other 
factors also came into play. There were several reasons why the new 
generation of filmmakers created a new vision for film. The majority of 
younger cinematographers received their training outside of the 
Hollywood studio system, bringing in new ideas, often from other 
cultures and countries. In fact, Willis was regarded as the Hollywood 
outsider from New York.  
The changes in the technology of film became an important 
factor for independent film globally. Smaller and lighter cameras, faster 
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film stock and new lenses, all enabled more shooting on location and a 
more mobile crew with greater flexibility. Another factor was finance; 
lower budgets also meant less equipment, less crew and the need to be 
more inventive. In France, the movie camera manufacturer Éclair 
brought out the first lightweight 16mm camera (Frodon, 1995). The 
impact of these new cameras went beyond just making a product for 
industry; it was politically and aesthetically motivated. Film had 
become a tool for the young to express their views of the world. The 
rise of 16 mm production for television provided new options for the 
New Wave filmmakers in France who were looking for lighter and 
cheaper techniques. “The handheld camera became a distinctive marker 
of New Wave images” (Neupert, 2007, p. 40). This attitude embraced 
the spirit of May 196835, the rethinking of the arts and cinema in 
particular. 
That led to a different dynamic among the crew, and especially 
between the director and the cinematographer, in comparison with 
cinematographers hired by the studios. Willis says in regards to those 
cinematographers that “their first obligation was not to get fired” 
(Willis in Ikeman, 2013b). In order to not get fired the 
cinematographers had to “do things in a certain way, that was 
applicable, acceptable, always the same” (Willis in Ikeman, 2013b). 
The young generation, however, was pushing the envelope by ignoring 
																																								 																				
35 A student revolt in Paris, May 1968 that toppled the government. It was one 
of the greatest upheavals in French society. This was a political and 
social revolution asking for Egalité! Liberté! Sexualité!  
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certain long established rules and, for example, testing and 
manipulating film stocks to produce new and different desired look. 
When Vilmos Zsigmond wanted to obtain a gritty and foggy look for 
the film McCabe and Mrs. Miller (1971), no American film lab wanted 
to do the work of flashing36, afraid that they would be accused of 
delivering grainy and desaturated footage, resulting in a bad reputation. 
The producers had to have the film developed and flashed in a lab in 
Vancouver, Canada (Beach 2015, 146). Therefore, the film McCabe 
and Mrs. Miller, as Beach relates, “stands in diametric opposition to 
classic Hollywood westerns such as those made by Ford, Hawks and 
other directors of the studio era”, adding that this was as much the 
result of Zsigmond’s cinematography as it is of Altman’s direction 
(2015, 148). 
6.4 The	design	of	a	shot,	visually	and	structurally	
All the changes in the film industry and its associated 
technology inspired this new generation to express themselves in novel 
ways. The real input of cinematographers like Gordon Willis, Vilmos 
Zsigmund, Burnett Guney, Haskell Wexler and many more was on the 
level of visual storytelling. When Willis states that he changed cinema 
he specifies that he “started redefining things based on what the story 
was” (Willis in Ikeman, 2013b). It all depends on the blocking of the 
actors and the design of the shots; all the directors he worked with 
asked and accepted a lot of input on all the aspects of creating the shot. 
																																								 																				
36 A lab technique of pre-lighting the film stock before developing 
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“They hired me to design a movie, structurally and visually” (Willis in 
Ikeman, 2013a). Willis describes it as the painting of images in the 
dark. In an interview with Jon Fauer he clarifies, “What a 
cinematographer does is probably being a visual psychiatrist. We move 
an audience around as we see fit at given times, painting pictures in the 
dark, kind of like a dream maker” (Willis in Fauer, 2008, p. 300). It is 
manifested in films such as The Godfather in which we can clearly feel 
the hand of the visual psychiatrist and thus the transposition of the 
written word into visual storytelling on the screen.  
6.5 Visual	Narrative	Construct	
The term visual storytelling neatly describes what the effect of 
the shots is on the audience. That, however, does not suffice to describe 
and name in detail what cinematography does in order for its audience 
to move around in the filmic world. Another set of analytic concepts is 
needed. To describe this visual structure of a shot we will use the term 
the visual narrative construct of a shot. How does a visual structure 
narrate? There are two types of structures that work together to create a 
visual narrative construct. First, there is the cinematic space, this visual 
depicts the content, the objects and people, and their placement in space. 
In other words, what is where.  This gives us the range of knowledge 
about the story. The cinematographer purposely creates a cinematic 
space for each shot in which characters, objects and events are 
composed. Second, there is the viewpoint. By this we mean the 
perspective of the viewer in the scene. That determines the objectivity 
and subjectivity of the narration and gives us the depth of the story. 
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This is an important core aspect of movement in film: not only do the 
characters in the cinematic space move but so does the viewer. The 
viewpoint indicates the position of the viewer in space in relation to the 
action and is done in order to focalise the viewer. Analogous to the 
literary voice, the viewpoint can be first, second or third-person 
depending on the position of the viewer in relation to the action line 
and the eye-line  (Brown, 2002, p. 6). Together these shots, in 
continuous order, narrate the story from discontinuous viewpoints in a 
linear visual narrative. The visual narrative construct of the shot then 
visually tells the range and the depth of the narration with the moving 
cinematic space and its viewpoint. The perceived visual narrative gives 
the viewer a place and a role in the film world that facilitates the 
building of relationships with the characters and the events of the story. 
The spatial relationship the viewer has with the visual narration can 
now be termed as a spatial range of Intimate to Public and the 
viewpoint that focalizes the viewer from Subjective to Objective (from 
first to third person). This gives us terminology to critically examine 
the cinematographic discourse of the film. The viewer does not have to 
be conscious of these cues, as observed by Hall “Literally thousands of 
experiences teach us unconsciously that space communicates” (1968, p. 
92). So, events are not just being depicted on the screen but are seen by 
a focalised viewer and lived as such.  
6.6 The	structure	of	the	last	five	shots	of	The	Godfather		
Besides the overall mood and style, Willis constructs the shots 
purposely to express the movie’s story. He explains that the form of 
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shooting determines how it is finally seen on the screen, “how it’s lit, 
the coverage, the size of the framing, whether it’s close or not close, 
whether it’s a long shot, or whether it’s a moving shot that takes you 
around a room for ten minutes. It’s what you choose that changes the 
structure of the movie-selectivity” (Willis in LoBrutto 1999, 18). As an 
example of how the ‘look’ of a movie is only a part of the expression, 
Willis explains that the colour used in The Godfather was only a small 
part of the visual structure.  
I used a brassy yellow in the three Godfather films. That color 
broke out like the plague on all these period movies. It looked 
dumb because in the Godfather films that was only one element 
that was woven into the lighting, the shot structure, the wardrobe, 
and the sets (Willis in LoBrutto 1999, 22). 
We will now use the theoretical framework of the construct to 
investigate the shot structure and how it creates meaning. Through the 
perception of the visual narrative construct and the spatial orientation, 
the perspective through which s/he participates in the cinematography 
discourse. Through the visual narrative construct, it is now possible to 
see how the position and the role of the viewer plays a part in the 
dramatic experience of being close to an action or far away from it. We 
can then deduce that the cinematographer has a narrative reason for 
putting the camera at a certain place with a certain lens; it is not about 
technique but about story.  Or as Willis points out “Blocking and the 
camera becomes an instrument of telling the story” (Willis in Ikeman, 
2013b). This examination does not look at the how but at the why of 
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cinematography, from the intent of the shot, its visual form in time, its 
place in the film and the perception of it by the viewer from a specific 
viewpoint. 
The scene’s content: During these shots Michael (Al Pacino) 
lies to his wife Kay (Diane Keaton) about his business and the murder 
of their brother-in-law, Carlo. Believing him, she is relieved and goes 
out of his office to enter another space to make a drink. There is only 
one line of dialogue at the end of this scene: Kay mutters under her 
breath “We both need a drink” (Puzo, 1971). During these last five 
shots, the audience grasps the point of view of each character and their 
underlying character’s emotions; the separation between them is a fact, 
it is what Michael wants and Kay understands that there is no return so 
she is left with no options. When she looks up and turns towards the 
view from the open door of the office she sees the arrival of the 
family’s capos. One of them kisses the hand of Michael, signifying him 
as the new Don. Then the man closes the door of the office. Kay is 
locked out and the viewer understands that she knows that she is 
betrayed and Michael lied to her. It tells us a lot about how the 
relationship between Kay and Michael has changed and her new 
position in the household. She is not only in a different space, she is 
also shut out from the all-male world of business. Isolde Vanhee (2010, 
p. 192) signifies the closing of the door at the end of the movie as “very 
meaningful”. The viewer understands the significance of this closing of 
the door, underlined by a clear click in the sound track. As Molly 
Haskell observed, “It’s a closing of the door that has reverberated 
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through our culture” (1997) it has implications for society as a whole. 
The dramatic narration is about a deceived woman with a husband she 
once loved, who is deserting her in favour of power and the family’s 
position in the (criminal) world.  
An analysis of each shot in the sequence will demonstrate how 
the visual constructs of the shots come together in the edit to visually 
tell the story of power and betrayal. First, it is interesting to note the 
different textures of the cinematic spaces: her soft-lit world and his 
dark vertical world. Secondly, all the cuts between the shots are on the 
axis-line, which falls together with the eye-line. The height of all the 
camera positions of the five shots is at eye level. The sequence starts 
with the viewer sharing a cinematic space with Kay and Michael, being 
with both of them first in their intimate space and then in their social 
space, but when Kay moves away the viewer now participates in the 


























































Shot 1 of the sequence is an intimate shot, a reassurance of the 
couple’s trust and the wife’s faith in her husband. The viewer is present 
and shares the intimate space with the couple, but stays an observer; the 
viewer feels that the embrace is only true for Kay. Michael misuses his 
wife’s confidence and hope in their marriage and love life to betray her. 
This Judas’ kiss is observed from a third person viewpoint but the 
viewer is positioned in an intimate cinematic space. The viewer can 
judge the action as a distant observer but also feel the action because 
they are positioned close to Kay. In shot 2 the action happens in the 
social space of the viewer; the couple is still observed in the third 
person but now with more distance. It is a reestablishment of the social 
order of the harmonious couple. At the end of the shot Kay walks 
towards the kitchen and thus towards the viewer. All seems well in the 
world, but Kay is the only one who still believes this; the viewer has 
more information than she does and knows that Michael is lying. 
During shot 3 Kay approaches the viewer and comes into an intimate 
space, where Kay and the viewer reside together, away from Michael 
and out of his office. She appears soft (out of focus) and vulnerable 
while making a drink, only the viewer observes that in the meantime in 
Michael’s office the members of the Mafia family (in focus) are going 
through the ritual of confirming their boss’s new status as the new Don 
Corleone. When Kay lifts her head, and turns towards the office door 
the third viewpoint becomes second viewpoint; the viewer looks with 
her. When Kay looks up, the information is not new for the viewer but 
the viewer feels and anticipates her shock, the brutal realization of the 
truth. The viewer’s viewpoint and place is with Kay looking towards 
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Michael. Shots 3, 4 and 5 tells what the script simple describes as: “The 
smile fades from Kay’s face, as she looks at what her husband has 
become” (Puzo, 1971). It has to indicate that not only is Kay not 
pleased, but that she understands what her husband has become. More 
crucially for our analysis, the visual structure of shot 3 places the 
viewer with her in her intimate space and changes the perspective from 
third person into second person. In shot 4 the viewpoint becomes first 
person, meaning the viewer becomes Kay and is literally in her place 
looking at the scene, participating in the narrative as Kay. When in the 
last shot of the film, shot 5 in this analysis, the viewer looks towards 
Kay, the viewer has turned 180 degrees, to see that smile fading. The 
overall result is that the viewer is first an observer in the intimate space 
then becomes Kay and ultimately is separated from Kay as an observer 
again but now in the social space. This makes the closing of the door 
that happens in the last shot, not only the blocking of Kay from 
Michael’s office but also the separation of the viewer from Kay. She is 
alone in her world; the viewer stays behind as well and the divide is 
also felt as a personal separation for the viewer, Kay stays behind that 
door. 
We have just explored how the visual narrative constructs of 
those shots help to express why that scene is about family ties, 
connections and relationships and not just a grim tale about a mafia 
boss rising to power. The viewer is positioned with Kay and the 
participation of the viewer in the drama is from Kay’s perspective. That 
might help in the explanation of a question posed by Molly Haskell. 
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After observing that regardless of Coppola’s demeaning and demoting 
of women in his epic story, the film was popular with women. 
“Strangely and paradoxically, “The Godfather” is less typically a for-
men-only gangster film than others of the genre” (Haskell 1997). 
Keaton’s Kay is a woman banned from the male world, but the 
spectator goes through the experience with her and lives her place in 
that world, understanding her drama. 
6.7 Conclusion	
We followed two paths in this paper to demonstrate that 
cinematographers and cinematography can be seen as worthy subjects 
for film studies. In doing so we have proposed an additional area of 
investigation in the field of film studies: the contributions of 
cinematography to narrative film.  
Firstly, we gave a historical overview of the cinematographers’ 
role and function in a film crew during the era dubbed New Cinema. 
The hitherto mostly ignored achievements of many cinematographers 
who were instrumental for the development of the cinematic art have 
been very roughly outlined. Clearly, in order to be able to communicate, 
write and teach about the achievements of cinematographers, the 
information has to be collected, organized and spread by scholars. The 
great cinematographers of the past have to be brought out into the light 
as worthwhile subjects of study. For example, it would be informative 
to study the work of Vilmos Zsigmund, who has shot 97 feature films 
as a cinematographer, including The Black Dahlia (2006), The River 
(1984), The Deer Hunter (1977) and Close Encounters of the Third 
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Kind (1976). For each of the above he was nominated for the Oscar for 
Best Achievement in Cinematography. There are many more great 
cinematographers, meaning that there are numerous research 
opportunities ahead. 
Secondly, we put a focus on the cinematographer Gordon Willis, 
revealing his impact on the narrative through the visual structure of his 
shots. We provided in this paper a theoretical construct that offers a 
useful basis for discussing the significance of the visual structure and 
the participation of the viewer. We applied this construct, 
demonstrating how we can use it to understand visual storytelling. It 
enables us to see how cinematic space can go from intimate to public 
and how the resulting viewpoint can change from objective to 
subjective. This analysis of the visual narrative construct of the shots 
individually and in sequence helps us recognise how the movement 
from one shot to another creates a spatial temporal dimension. That 
leads us to understand how the creation of the visual diegetic world that 
the viewer enters, is a cinematic space where the spatial cues are 
experienced as the action unfolds. In the selected scene of The 
Godfather, the only clearly said words are “Don Carlone” but the 
impact of the actions in the room and the implications it has for Kate 
are understood and felt by the viewer. The betrayal and the locking 
away of Kate by her husband evokes emotions of bonding, pity and 
empathy with her. All of this is told with the help of the visual narrative 
construct created by the cinematographer Gordon Willis. 
Visual	Storytelling	
	 	 	
Using this method of analysis, the work of a great number of 
other cinematographers who are still unstudied will be taken up. We 
hope to have successfully demonstrated that the study of both the 
analyses made by cinematographers of their works and an analytical 
research methodology can generate deep insights into the 
communication of moving images and its role in cinema. 
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The experimental study37 described in this article aims to test 
and develop the experimental approach and its design to examine the 
chain of expression of a narrative film. The study seeks evidence that 
an audience perceives and experiences the story differently because of 
the visual narrative structure of the shots. Instead of using existing film 
material, this experiment involves the production of the test films, 
collecting all the documentation and measuring the audience’s response 
to the film clips. The study can thus control all of its visual material and 
differentiate very precisely the visual narrative construct of the stimuli 
used. The experiment enabled the researcher to detect problems in the 
design. Consequently, based on the experimental design described in 
this article, a better model can be further developed for case study 4 of 
this dissertation: Cinematography and visual storytelling: an 
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Pilot study: Design of an experimental study to 
examine the cinematographic discourse with the viewer  
 
7.1 Introduction	
The subject of investigation is the discourse of the visual. It 
seeks to understand how moving images express meaning through 
cinematography and is understood by the viewer. Filmic tools are 
employed to write with light: the cinematographic expression. We have 
argued that the cinematographer’s expression characterises the 
cinematographic discourse with the viewer. This chain of expression 
needs to be tested, specifically the viewer’s participation with the film’s 
events and characters. We further proposed that the cinematographic 
discourse allows the viewer to develop a virtual relationship with the 
characters. The hypothesis states that the viewer has a role in the film 
event through perception of the moving images, and this remains to be 
empirically tested. The rationale for designing an experimental case 
study is to find evidence of the role of cinematography in the creation 
of empathy of the viewer with the film. This is because knowing has to 
be acquired in all its dimensions, not only by the knowledge of theory 
and practice but also by the knowledge of the why of storytelling 
images, the relevance. That knowledge can only be acquired if we 
investigate the quality of the film experience, and how cinematography 




The theoretical framework outlined in the theoretical part of this 
dissertation implies that visual story telling can be defined by its 
components: visuals, story, and the telling of that story. In the first 
theoretical model, we show that the visual is created purposely with 
filmic tools on the film set and this causes the cinematographic 
differentials: frame, attention and cinematic space. Together these 
cinematographic differentials give meaning to the shot visually; we 
named this the visual narrative construct of a shot. With the second 
model, we explore how visual narration, the telling of the story visually, 
is caused by the temporal and spatial nature of a fiction film. Bringing 
the shots together in a sequence results in the interaction of the visual 
narrative constructs with the shots before and after them, leading to 
visual narration. We argued that the resulting cinematographic 
discourse focalises the viewers’ role and determines partly their 
participation with the film. It affects the viewers’ being, viewing and 
moving, and thus the becoming, in the story space. With the third 
model, we argued that the cinematographic discourse influences the 
relational experience of the viewer with the characters of the film and 
their filmic world through space and viewpoint. This pilot study aims to 
design a methodology to test how the perception of the shots elicits 
focalization and embodiment of the viewer in the diegetic world.  
We have also theorised that the chain of cinematographic 
expressiveness has three stages: first the cinematographer creates the 
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images, with a certain form—the visual narrative construct. Second, the 
shots are edited in a sequence, creating scenes, and the resulting film is 
projected. Third, the viewer has a film experience by perceiving those 
images in sequence. To examine the connection between those three 
modes of the expression and experience between the cinematographer, 
the film and the viewer, we need to build a case that follows the same 
path in order to validate that connection. Normal film production, with 
all its complexity of different actors and multiple purposes and goals, 
implies that it is difficult to isolate the impact of cinematography from 
the other storytelling elements such as the actor, the storyline, the 
effects, the edit and other factors. If we want to claim that 
cinematography is an important factor in influencing the visual 
discourse, we need to isolate it from the other elements that also 
influence the discourse. We decided that we need a clinical-type design 
to test our presumptions. We wanted to utilize a scientific lab’s 
circumstances of control over the variables but at the same time mirror 
the real life stimuli, and the film had to be produced according to the 
process of film practice. This investigation thus needs a methodology 
that links those three modes of expressiveness in a reliable study. That 
leads us to find related studies in other disciplines and look for useful 
methodologies that we can apply. 
7.3 Methodology	
We are thus leaving the usual path of the methodologies used in 
film studies to seek our inspiration in other disciplines. One should be 
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able to find similar studies in the field of experimental aesthetics, a 
research area of psychology. That field of study on experiential 
perception is closely related to our topic, as we seek to better 
understand the impact of perception on the film experience. Martin 
Siefkes (2009, p. 4) explains the current state of this area of research: 
“Experimental Aesthetics is leaving a phase of rapid and uncontrolled 
development, and is about to become an established discipline.” 
However, Siefkes’ (2009, p.5) inquiry into the field also found many 
limitations in both topics and methodologies. He states that 
“Experimental Aesthetics was dominated by the analysis of static visual 
stimuli; music has been another recurrent topic of interest. Reception 
processes of literature and film were comparatively seldom studied.” 
Indeed, in our quest to find a model for experimental design for our 
topic we did not find one in that field. Vittorio Gallese (2014) points 
out that in the domain of neuroscience there is also interest in this 
phenomenon, and recent studies relate to the human experience.  
During the last two decades, cognitive neuroscience has shown us 
that human experience should be thought of as a natural form of 
relational experience: we live in relation with other people, 
objects, landscapes that are present in our real world, but we also 
live in relation with people, objects, landscapes that come to us 
within the imaginary worlds displayed by the arts. (Vittorio 
Gallese, 2014, p. 104) 
The film experience can be defined as being relational. We have 
argued that the viewer is guided visually in space and time through the 
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narrative, and participates in the story. It is in the experience of seeing 
and participating that we need to assess the effect of the 
cinematographic expression. It results in a cinematographic discourse 
between the viewer and the projected images. Because of the 
cinematographic discourse the viewer can build a relationship with the 
events and the characters of the film and participate in it. The focus of 
neuroscience studies with interest in film tends to be on the effect of the 
mirror neurons, the neural mechanism in the brain driven by the 
perception-action model. Stephanie Preston (2007) explains what that 
means. 
In motor behaviour, the term perception-action describes the fact 
that there are shared representations for perceiving and generating 
action. For example, if the subject witnesses the object swinging 
a hammer, then the part of the subject’s brain that is used to 
swing a hammer is activated (e.g. the hand and arm region of the 
primary motor cortex). (Preston, 2007, pp. 428-429)  
These kinds of studies point to the participation of the viewer, 
with stimuli due to brain activity. The perception-action model then 
might help to explain why viewers can engage with moving images. 
This, however, does not reveal the cause of the participation, nor does it 
qualify the relationship of the viewer with the film. As Siefkes (2009, 
p.7) points out, “EEG and fMRI imaging studies… are sometimes 
supposed to enable us a “direct look into the brain”; in reality, only 
limited and often rather general hypotheses have been checked with 
these techniques.” This challenges us to define the methodology for our 
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inquiry. To our knowledge no such experiment has been carried out, 
and therefore there is a need to design the research methodology.  
For inspiration, we looked at the models available in 
experimental psychology, because ultimately our research wants to 
qualify the virtual relationship of the viewer with the film.  In applied 
psychology, the search for what causes behaviour (determinism38) can 
be discovered (discoverability) with the tools of science (Goodwin & 
Goodwin, 2017, p. 9). An experiment is an investigation in which a 
hypothesis is scientifically tested. The need to design the experimental 
study ourselves drove the process used in this investigation, the 
shooting of the test films and the resulting questionnaire for the survey. 
The experiment with a survey needs to investigate the cause-effect 
relationships between filmic techniques, the visual narrative construct 
of the shots and the virtual relationship of the viewer with the 
characters. This case study was conducted to outline and test this new 
study design. The questions were formulated to research the causal 
relationship between the visual narrative construct and the viewer’s 
film experience in regard to the characters’ relationships – the relational 
experience. We defined the types of relational film experience of the 
viewer to be researched in two categories, firstly, the empathy of the 
viewer with the characters and secondly, the empathy of the 





The script of the story serves as guidance for qualifying these 
relationships. We define two connected inquiries; the first seeks to 
understand how the viewer feels about the characters. Secondly, the 
aim is to determine how the viewer understands the relationships 
amongst the characters. This leads us to formulate two separate but 
related questions with their hypotheses. 
RQ1 Does the visual narrative construct change the viewers’ 
emotional relationship with the characters? 
Hypothesis 1: There is a causal relationship between visual 
narrative construct and the viewers’ emotional relationship with the 
characters. 
RQ2 Does the viewer perceive the emotional relationships 
between the characters because of the visual narrative construct? 
Hypothesis 2: The perception of the emotional relationships 
between the characters is influenced by the visual narrative construct. 
Now that we have identified the questions and formulated the 
hypotheses, we need define the variables and the rationale so that we 
can examine the relationships between them. 
By designing an experiment, defining the variables and their 
rationale and by conducting a survey, this study seeks to gather 
empirical evidence on the impact of the visual narrative construct on 
the viewer’s film experience. The method will need to bridge the 
complex human emotional response of the film experience with the 
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data associated with filmic tools. Statistics, psychology, 
cinematography and experiment have to come together in a viable study. 
The nature of this study is interdisciplinary and Professor Gino Verleye 
of the Ugent collaborated in the design of the model. A doctoral student, 
Yang Shanshan from the psychology school at Nanyang Technological 
University, NTU, was hired as a research assistant. 
We considered first the different forms of quantitative and 
qualitative research designs. Broadly speaking, quantitative research is 
thought to be objective whereas qualitative research often involves a 
subjective element. This points towards a qualitative research approach 
for our project because the topic is emotional affect, but the intention is 
also to perform an experiment and start out from a hypothesis. Gall, 
Borg and Gall explain that quantitative research is inclined to be 
deductive. The approach is classical induction 39  – that involves 
hypotheses, manipulation, questionnaires, and, thus, testing of those 
hypotheses (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2006). After the hypothesis has been 
made, the experimenter gathers evidence to prove or disprove the 
hypothesis. In other words, it tests theory, and for this study it is useful 
as a starting point. Most qualitative research, which tends to be 
inductive, generates theory. The resulting analysis is typically 








hypothesis or an idea, but not exclusively. But the clearest difference 
between quantitative research and qualitative research is that the former 
uses data that that can be immediately converted into numbers. 
Experimental design is a strategy to gather empirical knowledge 
based on the analysis of experimental data and not only on theoretical 
models. It can be applied whenever there is a desire to investigate a 
phenomenon to gain understanding. There is a need to construct 
meaning from experience, and therefore an experimental model is 
suitable for this research. Viewers have different film experiences when 
they empathize with different characters; the resulting differences in 
emotional experience can be compared and investigated with traditional 
methods such as questionnaires. How the viewer will participate with 
the film narrative has to be defined. During this experiment, the film 
participation of the viewer is not treated as holistic but as a mode of 
being with the characters and the film world. This virtual relationship 
of the viewer with the characters as Carl Platinga (2013, p. 95) calls it, 
is an important aspect of the film experience. 
 Defining	the	variables	and	their	rationale	7.3.1
7.3.1.1 Rationale	
One of the filmic tools is focal length. When a cinematographer 
decides to expose using a certain focal length, s/he will be doing so 
because it will influence the cinematic space; this is part of the filmic 
technique. It is however an artistic choice with the intention of 
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influencing the participation of the viewer by changing the cinematic 
space, the visual narrative construct, and thus the relational experience 
of the viewer with the filmic world. 
7.3.1.2 Strategy		
First, we will start by setting forth a design that will represent 
the causal relationship between a film body and the viewer’s film 
experience. Second, we will identify the individual shots and their 
visual narrative construct in regard to the lens properties of the film 
clips. No similar study was found to use as an example, so the need for 
a pilot study arises. 
7.3.1.3 Causal	relationship		
To construct the design of the experiment to research the causal 
relationship between visual narrative construct and the viewer’s 
participation, we need to understand the workflow of the creation of a 
shot as described in model one. The script comes first and the narration 
will drive the action and the characters’ positions on location. Then the 
shot is designed with filmic tools to create a cinematic space inhabited 
by the characters seen from a certain viewpoint. Thus, the first step of 
this research is the description of cinematic space and its viewpoint 
based on the narrative (content) of the script. The cinematic space of 
each shot has a filmic reality of its own, independent of the parts, but 
the parts have to be understood and described to be able to carry out 
this experiment. Hence, the deconstruction of a shot into filmic tools 
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employed to design the visual narrative construct and its 
cinematographic differentials of the moving images are described. 
The experiment will test the impact of filmic tools, more 
specifically the properties of a lens, on the cinematic space and 
subsequently on the visual narrative construct of a shot. We will use the 
sequence of these shots as stimuli to test if the changing cinematic 
spaces and their viewpoints will alter the visual psychology of the film 
and thus the virtual relationship of the viewer with the characters of the 
film. Considering the causal relationship of these elements, the 
identification of the individual shots and their visual properties in 
regard to the lens tools of the film clips can now be determined. 
 
 Story	of	the	experimental	film:	Eating	Air	7.3.2
We want to investigate the three modes of the chain of 
expressiveness, meaning that first we start with the script that will be 
visualised in shots. A scene to be copied and reproduced is selected 
from the film Eating Air (Jasmine Kin Kia Ng and Kelvin Tong, 1999). 
The film’s story follows the lives of two teenagers in Singapore set in 
1998. Ah Girl encounters Ah Boy and their relationship makes them 
dream of escaping their mundane life. Clearly, the content and the 
meaning of the scene have to be reflected in the visual storytelling. The 
selected scene shows the mother returning from a date, waking Ah Girl, 
and excitedly talking about her evening. Although the mother addresses 
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her daughter, the conversation is one-way; Ah Girl does not partake in 
the joy her mother is feeling, it is the same story as usual. There is no 
interaction and Ah Girl is left alone as quickly as she was woken up 
from her sleep. The scene ends with a close-up of a packet of takeaway 
noodles left on the television, a symbol of the mother’s neglect, it feels 
a little sad, summing up all the things Ah Girl wants to run away from. 
Also, the social context of the characters and the relationship between 
the characters has to be reflected in the visual narrative. The two 
characters are from a lower middle class family of two, mother and 
daughter, in 1998 Singapore. The mother works two jobs to make ends 
meet. Ah Girl, the heroine of this story, is a schoolgirl but is left to fend 
for herself most of the time. She also helps out in running a newspaper 
stand in the evenings. Their apartment, that is also the location of the 
selected scene, is a sober two room flat in a social housing block. The 
furniture matches the family’s status. It comprises essential cheap 
furniture mixed with some knick-knacks with sentimental value and 
few inexpensive personal belongings. The empathy of the viewer 
should be with Ah Girl; the film narrates her story that intertwines with 
the other hero of the film, Ah Boy. The film sequence consists of three 
shots in total, the first part of the scene intercuts between shot 1, a 
medium shot of mother with shot 2, a medium shot of Girl. The final 
shot is a close-up of a bag of cold noodles. 
The visual narrative construct of Shot 1: Girl sits in the sofa 
looking right frame towards her mother. It is a medium shot, becoming 
a close-up for a moment when Girl leans towards the viewer to check 
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her watch. The use of a slightly longer lens, and with the focus on Girl, 
results in a shallow depth of field but unlike the shot on the mother it is 
still, there is no movement and there is an unobstructed view. The 
cinematic space is in the personal space and the viewpoint is objective 
second person. Towards the end of this scene, the two characters are 
briefly caught in the same frame, but it is only when the mother, out of 
focus, passes her daughter and once again leaves Girl to her own 
devices. 
The visual narrative construct of Shot 2: Mother enters the 
apartment from the right and exits left the frame; it starts as a medium 
shot and becomes a close-up. The action line is towards the viewer and 
her eye-line moves around as she busies herself with taking off shoes 
and earrings and hardly looks at her daughter, whom she is addressing. 
She moves closer to the viewer but she is behind a plastic beaded 
curtain that partially blocks the view of the mother and acts as a barrier 
between viewer and the character. The use of a long focal length makes 
this cinematic space limited with a shallow depth of field. The 
viewpoint is objective, third person and partially obstructed, creating a 
distance between viewer and mother – even with a close frame the 
woman seems distant. The cinematic space is in the social space.  
The visual narrative construct of Shot 3: A close-up of the 
noodles on the TV set ends the scene. The long lens and the out of 
focus lampshade and small objects serve more as decoration then as an 
actual place. Interestingly it is not a subjective viewpoint, it is third 
person objective and the cinematic space seems to be in a different 
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location than the mother and girl spaces. The significance of the bag of 
noodles lies in its uselessness, unobserved by anybody but the viewer. 
It fulfils the same function as the porcelain knick- knacks on the TV-set 
– unseen decoration but symbolizing selfish carelessness. 
Considering the above description of the three shots of the 
selected scene, the shots for the experiment can be executed 
considering the variables and the correlated nature of filmic tools and 
cinematic space and its viewpoint.  
 Variables	and	correlation	7.3.3
The (cause) independent variable is the cinematic tool: focal 
length of a lens. With the changing of the focal length two other filmic 
tools of the lens will also change, namely the focus distance and the 
depth of field. The (effect) dependent variable is the perception of the 
cinematic space and the viewer’s viewpoint, thus altering the relational 
experience of the viewer with the cinematic world. The constants are 
the story and the mise-en-scene of the test clips. The blocking of the 
actor, the lights, the editing and the sound of the two film clips remain 
unchanged. A control film clip is shown first, the same for each group, 









A total of 69 students (females = 45, three participants did not 
indicate their gender; mean age = 20) participated in the film watching 
and the survey. They were recruited from the Arts, Design and Media 
school in Nanyang Technological University, Singapore and are mainly 
first year students in the Foundation programme in the School of Art, 
Design & Media at the Nanyang Technological University. 
7.3.4.2 Materials	
Control clip: The control clip has no dialogue and consists of 
two students waiting in a classroom, one shot. (Run-time: 1 min) 
Film clip: The dialogue in the film is in Chinese. The 
experimental clips are based on the film: Eating air by Jamine Kin Kia 
and Kelvin Tong (1999). The projected film clip consists of three shots: 
1: Medium-shot of the Girl. 2: Shoulder-shot of the mother. 3: Close up 


















Survey: Paper and pencil survey sheets were developed. 
Participants were asked about their nationality, age, gender and other 
demographic information. In addition, the amount of their time devoted 
to film or fiction movies, as well as other questions such as their film 
preferences were also included. Following the demographic 
information, participants answered a set of questions regarding the 
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empathy and understanding of the viewer with the characters in the film 
clip.  
Experiment design and procedure: Between-group design was 
used in the research. For a between-group study a control in the 
experiment is used to establish results to compare the populations of the 
two groups surveyed.  For this experiment, a control clip was first 
screened. The primary investigator went to lecture rooms in the Art 
Design and Media (ADM) School. Students were all from that school. 
Each class was administered the control clip followed by either the 
28mm lens film 1 or the 100mm lens film 2. Projectors connected with 
a lecture laptop were used to play the films. The films were projected in 
a lecture room on a 2.50 m x 1.80 m screen. 
 Results	7.3.5
We used statistical inference as the form of data analysis. Data 
analyses were performed by SPSS. We ran a paired sample t-test on 
both groups of participants’ responses, having them watch the control 
clip first. This was to make sure that there would not be any systematic 
difference between the two groups of people, and that their data 
obtained in the subsequent test clip would be comparable. However, 
out of the 22 questions that we administered, we found significant 
differences in 21 out of the 22 questions between the two groups of 
people (t-ranges from -20.25 to 5.73; p< .05). Therefore, we realized 
that there are problems with how we designed the questions. We also 
found that a set of questions was asking about participants’ perception 
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about how one character behaves toward the other characters, and this 
allowed great individual differences in answering the questions. We 
will address how to improve the questions in the following discussion 
section and how this has implications for the design of the experiment 
itself. 
To our knowledge this is the first study that has used an 
experimental design method to test the participation of viewers in a 
film narrative. Although we did not obtain any expected result in the 
pilot experiment because the significant differences for the control clip, 
it promoted the subsequent reflection on how to improve the current 
study design. We had to make sure that the actual study would be 
carried in a more systematic and experimentally sound method 
following standard psychological study procedure. 
In addition, we learnt the following: firstly, we noticed that it is 
necessary to control for emotion. If participants varied too much in 
terms of their affect, their judgments tended to be biased in the answer 
to the subsequent question. Moreover, as we obtained a great difference 
in response to the control clip in the pilot test, the design of the 
question itself needed to be reviewed and improved. We realized that it 
is important to let the audience judge from their own perspectives 
instead of taking the perspective of the character within the film. We 
also needed to minimize unrelated questions such as the film watching 
habits and preference towards different film genres, so as to focus more 
on testing the film-related questions and avoiding audience fatigue in 
answering too many questions. Therefore, only basic demographic 
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questions were asked in the subsequent study. Meanwhile, we also 
found that dialogue in the pretested material is a strong confounding 
factor that may lead audiences to have a very distinctive interpretation 
of the narrative. The content of the words might override the subtle 
visual differences. Dialogue has to be eliminated in the future because 
it is too powerful in changing an audience’s perception. This study 
intended to investigate the visual aspects and should avoid adding 
auditory stimulus. In terms of the audience/participants, as they are all 
from the same school, the coherence in the participants’ discipline 
could lead to a sample bias as well. Students who are interested, and 
their prior knowledge system (background knowledge or training in 
arts), may affect how they interpret and view the whole test film or 
even realize some of the testing purpose. To ensure that we had a 
greater variety of students from different disciplines, we recruited 
students from schools other than Arts, Design and Media school in 
NTU for the next screening. The lecture rooms used for the pilot film 
were not dark enough. Some seating was too far from the screen and 
the sound quality was not good. The screening environment should 
miror a cinema theatre environment with a projection of high quality in 
a dark environment, so the participants can better focus. An online 
digital survey would give better access to the results instead of pen and 
paper. The results of this pilot study are limited because of the 






This study gave us insight into developing a methodology to 
research the impact of cinematography on the film experience of the 
viewer. From a practical perspective, we can now conclude that the 
experimental design can work if more attention is given to developing 
the content of both the control clip and the test films. The experimental 
model needed to be redesigned; the relationship between the viewer’s 
perception and the film experience is not metric but ordinal. Ordinal 
data is limited for statistical processing (Verleye, 2013); therefore, the 
model should be based on latent variables to test the concepts and 
relationships. The methodology had to be partly redesigned in regard to 
its description and links of the concepts and the facets. The audio input 
should be limited to give more narrative weight to the visual. The 
screening environment should mirror as much as possible a movie 
theatre. The audience has to be drawn as much as possible from the 
general public. An online survey has to be deployed. The survey should 
be short and only pose questions in regard to the story and the 
characters. 
If these circumstances and findings are taken into consideration 
then we will have a viable method for researching the impact of 
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This case study aims to gain insight into the impact of the visual 
narrative construct of a shot on the viewer’s film experience. First, we 
produced test films based on a narrative and altered the cinematic tools 
to differentiate the cinematographic differentials that make up the 
visual narrative construct. Second, we screened and gained insight into 
the viewer’s film experience by questioning the perceived narrative 
with an audience study. The results suggest that the visual narrative 
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Visual storytelling: an experiment with an audience 




The rationale for designing an experimental case study is to find 
evidence of the role of cinematography in the visual narration of a 
fiction film. Visual storytelling contains three distinct but overlapping 
components, namely the visual indicates the use of dynamic visual 
images, the story means narration, and the telling involves a discourse 
with a viewer. We will argue that cinematographers use filmic tools to 
make storytelling images. The importance of these tools is in 
relationship to the expressiveness of the cinematography of that film . 
The chain of expressiveness leads our investigation, the 
cinematographic expression that utters the cinematographic discourse 
and positions the viewer in the fictive world. That gives the viewer a 
role and allows participation with the narrative. How the visual tells in 
a narrative film has not been researched in an experimental way in the 
domain of film studies. We want to empirically test our research 
question to determine if cinematography adds meaning to a narrative 
film and is thus understood by the viewer. In this paper, we describe an 
experiment with an audience survey to define the cinematographic 
expression and its link with the cinematographic discourse with the 
viewer. Quantitative methods for spectator studies are not used in film 
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studies to our knowledge and therefore we designed a methodology 
developed during a previous pilot study. We sought inspiration in the 
field of applied psychology because the search for what causes 
behaviour can be discovered with the tools of science (Goodwin & 
Goodwin, 2017, p. 9). Also, psychologists of different specialisations 
have undertaken this kind of viewer-oriented experimental studies. The 
focus of “these studies is concerned with how the brain processes an 
understanding of moving pictures, or the complex ways in which 
emotions are induced.” (Wallengren & Strukelj, 2015, p. 69). The 
questions and the hypothesis were phrased to focus the design towards 
an answer to our problem. We pose that the cinematographic discourse 
with the viewer will be altered if the visual form is changed. We can 
now rephrase the overall research question more specifically. 
RQ How does the cinematographic expression alter the 
participation of the viewer with the narrative? 
In recent film theory there has been the issue of how viewers 
can identify with the characters or respond emotionally to the 
projection of images on a screen (Bordwell, 2012, p. 69). However, 
how people respond to images are empirical questions and 
contemporary theories of spectatorship are characterized by a 
reluctance to employ empirical modes of investigation (Prince, 2012, p. 
72). We will demonstrate empirically how the perception of the shots 
elicits focalization and embodiment of the viewer in the diegetic world. 
We want to investigate empirically how the viewer has a role and a 
place in the narrative through the cinematographic discourse and how 
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that plays a part in understanding the visual narration. The experimental 
study was designed and conducted specifically to research the audience 
response in regard to correlations in the meaning of the visual narrative 
construct. Because in cinema, “where we gather collectively as an 
audience but engage with the individual intensity of the film spectator” 
(Patrick, 2012, p. 62), the individual response to the film form matters. 
“As the field of film receptions studies expand, it is imperative for 
researchers to begin opening up to new methods” (Reinhard & Olson, 
2016, p. 53). We will look specifically into two aspects of the viewer’s 
participation, firstly how the viewer understands the characters and the 
events and secondly how the viewer understands the relationships 
among the characters.  
7.6 Visual	narration	
We have developed our own theory on the perception and the 
focalisation of the viewer and have argued that the shots for a narrative 
film are purposely constructed to be dis-ambiguous. The purpose of 
cinematography is to construct the visual structure with filmic tools to 
express the story visually. The use of filmic tools such as focal length, 
focus distance and depth of field determines the visual structure of a 
shot through the cinematographic differentials: frame, attention and 
cinematic space. The viewer perceives the differentials; not the filmic 
technique used to construct them. We identify the visual narrative 
construct of a shot; it consists of a cinematic space and a viewpoint. 
The main elements of the visual narrative constructs are those 
cinematographic differentials. This construct will be used to analyse the 
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perception of visual narration and the participation of the viewer with 
the fictional world. Bailey points out: “… the essence of 
cinematography is nothing more than intense observation and the 
sensitive use of appropriate tools to capture the truth of the drama” 
(Bailey in Bergery, 2002, p. x). So, technique is just a means to an end: 
the cinematographic expression changes according the dramatic 
necessity of a film. How does a visual structure narrate? There are two 
types of structures that work together to create a visual narrative 
construct. First, there is the cinematic space, this visual depicts the 
content, the objects and people, and their placement in space. In other 
words, what is where.  This gives us a range of knowledge about the 
story. The cinematographer purposely creates a cinematic space for 
each shot in which characters, objects and events are composed. Second, 
there is the viewpoint. By this we mean the perspective of the viewer in 
the scene. That determines the objectivity and subjectivity of the 
narration and gives us the depth of the story. This is an important core 
aspect of movement in film: not only do the characters in the cinematic 
space move but so does the viewer. The viewpoint indicates the 
position of the viewer in space in relation to the action. This is done in 
order to focalise the viewer. Analogous to the literary voice, the 
viewpoint can be first, second or third-person depending on the position 
of the viewer in relation to the action line and the eye-line (Brown, 
2002, p. 6). Together these shots, in continuous order, narrate the story 
from discontinuous viewpoints in a linear visual narrative. The visual 
narrative construct of the shot then visually tells the range and the 
depth of the narration with the moving cinematic space and its 
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viewpoint. We have theorised that the visual narrative construct, and 
specifically the cinematic space and its viewpoint of each shot, carries 
the range of knowledge of the story, the content of what is where and 
the range of objectivity and subjectivity of the narration. The visual 
narrative construct then uses the viewpoint to indicate the position of 
the viewer in relation to the action, in order to focalise the viewer. In 
analogy with the literary voice we demonstrated that the viewpoint can 
be named first, second or third viewpoint depending on the position of 
the viewer in relation to the action line and the eye-line. Here there is a 
fundamental issue; the viewer seated in the chair in front of the screen 
has a shifting role in the story. What the viewer sees is more than 
information, because as Sabine Schlickers (2009) explains, the 
perspective and the flow of information keeps changing incessantly and 
hardly ever remains constant over a longer period of time. Moreover, 
pieces of visual and acoustic information can be concordant or 
discordant and likewise, discrepancies regarding information can be 
created among the various characters. Schlickers (2009) goes back to 
the meaning of a shot: she notes, “only the selection and composition of 
the individual shots and takes or rather the mise-en-scene create the 
meaning of the filmic narration” (p.245). The perceived visual narrative 
gives the viewer a place and a role in the film world that facilitates the 
building of relationships with the characters and the events of the story. 
In this vein, it is predicted that the visual narrative structure of the shots 
modulates the affective responses from the viewer to the characters. 
The visual construction of a shot is thus important in creating meaning 
An	Experiment	with	an	Audience	Survey	
	 	 	
and eliciting emotions. This facilitates the building of relationships 
with the characters and the events of the story. 
7.7 Experimental	design		
Group experimental designs provide an answer to the question 
of whether there is a treatment effect. “The typical between-group 
approach is to compare two or more groups at one or very few points in 
time on means and variances” (Huitema, 2001, p. 1532). The purpose 
of first screening the control clip and afterwards administering the first 
questionnaire is dual. For a between group study a control in the 
experiment is used to establish results to compare the populations of the 
two groups surveyed. First, it serves as a baseline and second, to 
establish the sameness of the two groups. This means that the control 
clip needs to be shot in the same environment as the main test clip. In 
order to serve as a baseline the atmosphere has to be established in the 
same cinematic world as in the next clip. We will give a detailed 
account of the exact procedure in the methods section of this paper but 
for now we want to specify the design developed for our study into the 
viewer’s participation of the visual narration. Thanks to the pilot study, 
this investigation now has an experimental design that links the three 
modes of expressiveness in to a reliable study. The (cause) independent 
variable is the filmic tool: focal length of a lens. With the changing of 
the focal length two other filmic tools of the lens will also change, 
namely the focus distance and the depth of field. The (effect) dependent 
variable is the perception of the cinematic space and the viewer’s 
viewpoint, thus altering the relational experience of the viewer with the 
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cinematic world. The constants are the story and the mise-en-scene of 
the test clips. The blocking of the actor, the lights, the editing and the 
sound of the two film clips remain unchanged. A control film clip is 
shown first, the same for each group, to check if the two groups have 
similar populations. 
We are concerned with the workings of cinematography and 
visual storytelling and thus have designed our own experiment 
accordingly. To construct the design of the experiment to research the 
causal relationship between visual narrative construct and the viewer’s 
participation we need to understand the workflow of the creation of a 
shot. The three actions needed for the narration of a fiction film are 
firstly cinematography, the making of the shots, secondly the projection 
of the fiction film and thirdly the perception of the viewer. The 
production process of the making of a fiction film takes place by 
performing those actions (Honthaner, 2010, p. 261). The script comes 
first and the narration will drive the action and the characters’ positions 
on location. Then the shot is designed with filmic tools to create a 
cinematic space inhabited by the characters seen from a certain 
viewpoint. The filmic tools are causal to the visual narrative construct. 
For this experiment, we selected the focal length of a lens as a variable 
filmic tool to change the visual structure of the shots for the test films. 
The lens perspective partly determines the sense of space of the shot. A 
lens has the very important role of filtering, bending and controlling the 
light passing through it, which creates the images on the film-plane. 
The human field of vision forward facing is almost 180 degrees. Film 
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lenses can range from two degrees to 80 degrees and this changes the 
way the camera sees things compared to normal human perception 
(Brown, 2002). Lens perspective can give a totally different impression 
of space; for example, the very wide perspective and distorted view 
resulting from the use of a fish-eye lens. The properties of a lens are 
focal length, focus distance and depth of field. The exclusion of other 
filmic tools such as camera movement, light, colour, contrast and so on 
does not implicate a hierarchy of importance for only the three chosen. 
These tools can all be precisely measured. Focal length is expressed in 
mm, focus distance and depth of field in metres. This gave us a 
quantifiable variable. We worked with an interdisciplinary group of 
scientists; namely a filmmaker, a psychologist and a statistician. We 
first conducted a pilot study that applied the scientific lab’s 
circumstances of control over the variables but at the same time mirrors 
the real-life stimuli of a film production.  
Defining and writing the narrative specifically for this 
experiment is necessary. The facets of the questions to measure the 
response of the film experience have to be aligned with the effect of the 
narrative. Therefore, the identification of those effects and facets has to 







As depicted in the figure 17 there are five steps to follow; first 
the articulation of the dramatic action of the film script is broken down 
in shots, then the visual narrative construct is designed (storyboard) 
with the cinematic space and its viewpoint determined. These films are 
screened and the viewer’s participation with the drama is tested with a 
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questionnaire. Questions for the survey are designed based on the 
narrative, with two approaches, namely the perceived relationships of 
the characters with each other and secondly the perceived relationship 
of the viewer with the main character. These overall effects such as 
family or love can be broken down into smaller facets such as trust, 
nervousness, hope and so on. This gives us a handle on how to design 
the questions and evaluate how the viewer has experienced these effects 
of the visuals.  
7.8 Description	of	experiment		
For this experiment an original film script was developed. The 
story and its main characters are based on the book: The Black Isle by 
Sandi Tan. The scene to be produced is when the main character is at 
the home of her fiancée and writing wedding invitations. A short 
paragraph of the book was used as the content of the scene. Seven shots 


























Table 5 gives an overview of the first three shots. The filmic 
tool altered was the focal length, resulting in a change of the visual 
narrative construct. Shot 1 introduces the main character, she walks 
from social space into personal space approaching the viewer, 
underlining the pleasant nature of the woman. In the beginning of the 
shot it is third viewpoint, the viewer observes, the camera movement is 
only for the purpose of revealing information for the viewer. When the 
focus shifts to the woman walking towards the viewer it becomes 
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second person viewpoint. In shot 2 the viewer is in the public space Mr 
Lee (man in chair) as a third person. When the woman walks into the 
frame, the focus goes to her, the viewer comes into the personal space 
of the woman. In the beginning of the shot it is third viewpoint when 
the viewer discovers Mr Lee observing the woman. When she sits 
down it becomes second viewpoint, the viewer is sitting with her at the 
table. In shot 3 the viewer is in her social-consultative space, with her 
in the middle of the room, she controls the room and her thoughts. She 
likes being there. It is third person viewpoint; the viewer is an observer.  

























Table 6 depicts the resulting four shots (4-5-6-7) In shot 4 the 
viewer is in her personal space and is with her and her activities. 
However, her action; the filling of the pen, is blocked by her head. The 
viewer can only guess and try to look over her shoulder to see, moving 
from the left to the right until she gets up and leaves the viewer with the 
papers with the ink stain and her pen. The viewpoint is second person 
when the viewer is with her at the table, it changes to third person when 
she gets up and leaves the frame revealing the ink stain. In shot 5 the 
viewer is in the couple’s personal space. Mr Lee is in the social space. 
At the start of the shot it is third viewpoint, when she serves tea to Mr 
Lee. The young man is in the foreground blocking the right-hand frame. 
She moves forward towards the viewer, then the couple walk towards 
the viewer. The viewpoint changes from third person to second person. 
When they stop, she looks at something behind the viewer, her eye-line 
is almost on the action line. Shot 6 is a shot-against-shot (champ contre 
champ) of the woman and the crucifix. It is first viewpoint; the viewer 
becomes the woman. The viewer feels the connection and the 
connotation. The last closing shot 7 puts the viewer in a separate place, 
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outside. The cinematic space is at first social but becomes intimate in 
distance but the divide between viewer and the woman remains. At the 
end of the shot the window blinds are in focus and turns the intimate 
space into a forbidden space. When she closes the blinds the woman 
closes the cinematic space. The shot starts with a third person 
viewpoint, when the woman comes closer to the viewer the window 
blinds become more visible. The viewpoint is second person when the 
woman is at the window, but the viewer stands now outside the room, 
and is shut out of the couple’s world at the end of the shot. 
7.9 Methodology	
Participants  
             A total of 57 students participated in the film watching and 
completed an online survey. Of the two groups, 29 participated in the 




Film clips. The between-group approach with a control clip for 
baseline means that each group will see the same control clip first and 
after answering questions will watch film A or film B. Correlations 
between theoretically similar measures should be high while 
correlations between theoretically dissimilar measures should be low. 
The function of this control clip is dual. It serves to control for 
differences in the groups but also it cleans the palate of the viewer, 
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settles them in the atmosphere and relaxes them. It brings the baseline 
to zero. The control was a 45 second video clip of three shots with two 
of the characters of the video clip in the same location. The young man 
sits at the table and drinks a cup of tea. The old man sits in the chair 
and reads a book. Sound track: ambiance sounds and crickets.  
The film scene was developed from the book The Black Isle by Sandi 
Tan (see above table 5 and 6). Total length, with the title The Black Isle 
included, is 2.28’. Due to the between-group method, the same control 
video clip was first presented to both groups. After the film clip A was 
watched by group A and film B was watched by group B. 
Questionnaire 
 PANAS (positive affect and negative affect survey) was used 
to compare the two groups after the screening of the control clip. 
Fifteen film interpretation questions were designed to research the 
viewers’ understanding of the relationships among the characters and 
their emotional involvement. With questions such as “Evaluate how 
much the woman trusts the old man” to be scored on the Likert scale or 
“the old man doesn’t trust the woman” we could link the effect of the 
visual storytelling of the shots with the understanding of the viewer of 
the emotional content of the shots. The questions were tailored to ask 
the participants about their impressions of relationships between the 
characters (e.g. Does the old man trust the woman?) and the viewers’ 
impression of the characters themselves (e.g. Does the woman belong 
to the family?). The facets that are studied such as trust, confidence and 
so on were derived from the narrative of the book and visualized in the 
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shots as explained in the description of the experiment above. No clear 
separation exists because shots will influence each other. As argued 
before, the visual narrative constructs narrate when the shots are edited 
in sequence. However, for this study we can outline the intent of each 
shot and its effect. The first shot aims to tell about the family’s 
background (frames) and signifies the new life (figurines). It is also a 
positive image and serves to introduce the main character, the woman. 
The second shot is designed to show the woman as an outsider of the 
house and the fact that the old man doesn’t trust her. It also serves to 
introduce the old man. The third shot establishes the woman as being 
happy to marry and liking her current life, she feels in control. The 
fourth shot reveals the nervousness of the woman and shows that her 
self-confidence is merely a brave front. The fifth shot further 
establishes the relationship with the old man as being distant and 
lacking in trust but also that the woman and the young man are deeply 
in love with each other. This is the first time that we see the face of the 
young man. The shot-against-shot between shot 5 of the woman and 
shot 6 of the crucifix underlines her otherness and her nervousness. 
Shot 7 signifies as well her influence on the household in a positive 
way and the fact that she is happily starting a new life and shutting out 
the old one. The questions were designed with these significations and 






In a departure from the pilot test, to better imitate a film 
watching session, we decided to borrow a film screening room in the 
School’s library. The screening room maximized the similarity between 
a real theatre watching session and the experiment viewing. We also 
made sure that each session would only have a maximum of eight 
people so that people’s viewing experience would not be affected by 
other surrounding participants, and their online survey would be kept 
out of the sight of other participants as well. Recruitment emails were 
sent out to different schools, including Biological Science school, 
Nanyang Business school and the Mechanical and Aerospace 
Engineering school to ensure that we could have a variety of 
participants. The administration officer in the respective school then 
passed the recruitment advertisement to their year 1-3 students. A 
consent form was developed according to the school’s IRB (Integrity 
Research Board) protocol and participants needed to agree on their 
voluntary participation to the study in order to proceed to the actual 
survey. Five Singapore dollars compensated the viewers’ participation. 
Laptops were provided for filling in the online questionnaire. 
7.10 Results		
First, we ran the data using independent-sample t-test in SPSS 
to check whether there were any significant differences between 
participants in the experiment and control conditions, to check if the 
two groups of participants were comparable in terms of their responses 
towards the film. No significant difference was found in terms of two 
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groups of participants’ emotions toward the control clip. In other words, 
the two groups had no differences in terms of emotion elicited. (p value 
for all the questions is greater than .05).  
Secondly, we ran a principal component analysis (PCA) 41on 
the set of responses to the main questionnaire regarding film clip A and 
film clip B. These results are shown in table 7.  
	
Table	7				Results	of	the	survey	on	the	facets	level	
In table 7, the questions marked with a dot produced no 
significant difference between the two groups. Thus, at the facet level, 
out of the 15 questions asked, five showed significant differences 






woman happily married the young man. (Mean = 1.98), Woman likes 
her current life. (Mean =1.12), Woman trusts the young man. (Mean 
=1.25), The old man trusts the woman. (Mean = -1.21), Young man 
loves the woman. (Mean = 1.14) 
The significance differences in answers on a third (5) of the 
total of 15 questions indicate that the viewers in group A better 
understood the narrative in terms of the woman’s expectation towards 
the future and her love toward the young man; while they perceived 
less trust from the old man towards the woman. This is coherent with 
the construct of the shots and the intent of the story of the scene. 
Moreover, by running the PCA and analysing the participants’ 
responses to the 15 interpretation questions, six concepts (effect) have 
emerged from the 15 questions, and could be identified as “love”, 
“trust”, “young man”, “family” “religious” and “new life”. These six 
concepts are precisely those that we initially aimed to look at according 




In table 8 we have organised the results of the data in regard to 
the concepts. The first concept, love, accounted for the highest loading 
of the total variance (30.06%), while trust, young man, family and new 
life construct explained 11.66%; 10.94%; 8.71%; 7.14% of the total 
variance, respectively. Participants showed significantly different 
responses on the love (Mean=1.17) and family constructs (Mean=-0.59). 
Table 8 shows the significant differences organized by the 
concepts, the dots indicate that no significant difference was found. 
These results suggested that participants in group A, the good condition, 
perceived more the love between the couple. They also perceived better 
that the woman did not belong to the family, which is in line with our 
initial prediction. Participants’ responses did not differ significantly in 
the remaining four concepts. The significant different understanding of 
the viewers of the woman and her relationship with the other characters, 
after seeing film A or film B, shows that there is a causal relationship 
between the visual narrative construct of a shot and the viewers’ 
participation with the narrative. The viewers who watched film A felt 
more connected with the woman and perceived her happiness better 
than those participants who watched film B. The virtual relationship of 
the viewer with the main character of the film is different between the 
viewers of film A and the viewers of film B. 
Also, the viewers who watched film A answered significantly 
differently on the love concept in favour of our hypothesis one. This 
demonstrates that the love concept was better visually told in film A 





In the film we shot a screen with a cross hanging on the wall, 
which may carry a strong religious meaning and thus have biased the 
study result. Although there was no significant difference between 
groups of different ethnicity, we still cannot discount the possible 
positive emotional and religious reaction elicited in the audience 
(reference on religion and emotion). Further study needs to take into 
account the possible ethnicity effect. We used a relatively small sample 
size and all students were sampled. As film usually involves a large 
audience, it would be more valid to replicate this study cross-culturally 
and on a wider range of audiences (e.g. working adults, older audience). 
Also, to obtain a better PCA result, it would be better to use a sample 
larger than 100 participants. More participants are needed to validate 
the current findings, and it is possible that the effects of the experiment 
condition will be greater. (Post film interview, we asked some 
participants if they could detect the true purpose of the current study 





In this paper we have described an experiment with an audience 
study on the role of cinematography in the visual storytelling of a 
narrative film. We looked at how the chain of expressiveness engages 
the viewer through the cinematographic discourse with the narrative. 
We aimed for scientifically grounded understanding of the link between 
filmic tools and the expressiveness of the cinematographer while 
raising awareness of the value of cinematography. To measure the 
storytelling power of cinematography on the cinematographic discourse 
with the viewer we developed an experiment to establish, scientifically, 
how the choice of the focal length of a shot alters the meaning of that 
shot. More specifically, this interdisciplinary experiment was 
undertaken to research the visual narrative construct and its link with 
the virtual relationship of the viewer with a film’s characters and world. 
The main research question: whether cinematography can effectively 
tell part of the story visually, was answered. Interestingly all the 
significant differences in the answers supported our hypothesis that the 
cinematographic expression results in a cinematographic discourse with 
the viewer. We have seen that the viewer’s participation in the story 
changes significantly with the use of different filmic tools to create the 
storytelling images. All the other elements that narrate a fiction film 
such as editing, actors, costume, set and sound were kept as  constants. 
We changed only the visual structure of the shots, yet we found that 
viewers understood the visual significantly differently on some of our 
concepts. That confirms our theory that cinematography expresses. 
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Gunther Rittau compared it to the expressiveness of music in his essay 
on Camera art “We appeal to the eye by a transient sequence of optical 
impressions, as the musician appeals to the ear by an acoustic sequence 
of sounds” (Rittau, 1929, p. 1). We looked at how the visual can be 
conveyed with a meaning; not by representation, because an object 
does not contain meaning by itself, but it is by the way it is shared with 
others that meaning is constructed, given and communicated. We 
recognise the limitations of this experiment but intend to inspire further 
research into the matter. We hope to add with this experiment, as 
Sobchack explains, to the “contemporary quest for an account of 
cinematic signification that grounds meaning as value-laden, 
committed, and socially active” (1992, p. 31). Cinematography can be 
explained as an expressive art form so its significance cannot be exactly 
measured, but we can approach it with feeling and understanding. 
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Historically, cinematographers have been interviewed to explain 
how they have worked on certain films; seldom are they asked how 
they relate to the images that they create and the films they produce. 
This paper reflects debates in film communities all over the world: 
whether cinematography is an art or a craft, whether cinematographers 
are co-authors or technical collaborators, and what the power of 
cinematography brings to a film. Crucially we add the opinions of 
cinematographers to the debate on the collective authorship of a film. 
We used interviews as a qualitative research method for most of the 
investigation into the practice of cinematographers and their influence 
on film’s storytelling powers. This paper draws on conversations 
conducted during two events: The International Cinematography 
Summit Conference (ICSC) 2011 in Los Angeles, and the 2012 Annual 
meeting of IMAGO during the Camerimage film festival in Bydgoszcz, 
Poland. 
Keywords: Cinematography, ICSC, IMAGO, A.S.C., co-author, 
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We posit that the goal of the cinematographer is to create 
storytelling images. The cinematographer does not only just work on 
the film set but assures coherence of the visual narration to engage the 
viewer and tell the story visually. We argue that two notions are 
necessary to define cinematography as a visual storytelling agent that 
enables the cinematographic discourse with the viewer. The first 
argument is that filmic technique results in the visual narrative 
construct of a shot and is not just governed by rules but by the artistic 
expression of the cinematographer (Roizman, interview, 
ICSC552011 42 ).  Secondly, that cinema always was and is a 
collaborative art form (Bailey, interview, ICSC55201143). That leads us 
to examine the opinions of cinematographers on their work and their 
role in a film production. The questions posed focus on the 
participation of cinematographers in the making of a film and the 
significance of their work. Are cinematographers technicians or co-
authors? Are they like film composers or set photographers who retain 
authorship rights to their work? Does cinematographic expression leads 






Conversations about the cinematography profession and its role 
in the creation of a film can stir up heated debates, not only amongst 
the other members of professional film productions, but also among 
cinematographers themselves. Producers, understandably, do not like 
this discussion of film crewmembers regarding themselves as co-
authors, such as the editors, art directors and other crew members; all 
might want to claim author rights. Since the main topic is the role of the 
cinematographer as a visual storyteller, our main question does not 
include the other crew members or their input in a fiction film. 
Considering the consequences of authorship rights and royalties, credits 
given, taken and shared, it is clear that for a cinematographer, claiming 
the role of co-author is a complex business. The fact that most 
cinematographers work on a freelance basis and owe their jobs to the 
directors and the producers, makes such discussion fraught with 
problems. That is why the concept of the cinematographer’s role as co-
author is very controversial and has not been much debated until 
recently. However, the idea that there might be a collective authorship 
is not new in film studies. Dean Simonton states the obvious, “There 
exists at least one type of artistic expression that is inherently collective 
in nature: the feature film. Movies like Gone with the Wind and 
Casablanca were not the products of a single human mind, nor could 
they have been” (Simonton, 2002, p. 115). But the question of the 
fiction film as a collaborative work, and thus more than one author 
exists, remains unresolved as commented by Paul Sellors (2007, p. 263) 
“Authorship is a problem in film studies that simply will not go away”. 
The theoretical debate is not the core of this paper; we want to conduct 
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empirical research, hear from the cinematographers themselves. Here 
we want to add to that the debate on authorship from the 
cinematographer’s perspective; it is a critical exercise, rather than a 
theoretical one.  
8.2 Cinematographic	expression	and	co-authorship	
There can only be an author when there is an artwork. Today 
cinema is granted the status of an art form, but this was not always so 
because cinema was first seen as a business governed by economic 
logic, and not the seventh art. Watson identifies the problem of the 
establishment of film as an art form and sees therein the reasons for the 
idea of authorship and individual creative expression of the director. 
“The origins of cinematic authorship may be understood as a response 
to three simultaneous lines of argument which conspired to exile film 
from artistic and intellectual respectability” (Watson, 2012, p. 149). 
These three lines of arguments are: first, the technological means of 
film production can preclude individual creativity. Second, the 
collaborative nature and the specialized division of labour make it 
difficult to assign self-expression to one author. Third, commercial 
concerns and the need to attract big audiences seem to call for a high 
degree of standardization and thus restrict artistic expression. “At the 
heart of the various complexities associated with authorship lies the 
idea that films are valued when they are deemed to be the work of an 
artist, traditionally identified as the director” (ibid, 2012, p.149). Paul 
Watson further explains that because of this identification of the 
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director as author, film itself can thus be discussed as art and can be 
studied. That enabled the serious study of cinema with a cinematic 
authorship. These three arguments against film as art, namely 
technology, collaborative medium and commercial concerns, are 
exactly the same arguments one hears in support of denying the 
cinematographer’s status as an artist and her/his role in film production 
as co-author of a film. Patrick Keating again uses this approach. In 
response to James Wong Howe and Vittorio Storaro’s statement that 
cinematographers are authors of photography, Keating (2014, p. 1) 
acknowledges that, “For both cinematographers, cinematography is an 
expressive art”. He then counteracts that idea, “This admittedly 
romantic definition of cinematography must be contextualized, 
qualified by our awareness that this is after all an industrial craft, made 
within a system based on hierarchy, mass-production, and the 
commercial imperative” (Keating, 2014, p.1). Keating is using exactly 
the same arguments against viewing cinematography as an expressive 
art that he says were used in the past to dismiss film as an art form. 
Firstly, he mentions the industrial aspect and he puts an extra emphasis 
using the word craft, supposedly to put cinematography where it 
belongs, according to film studies, in the corner of craft and technology. 
Then he calls the collaborative nature of a film a system based on 
hierarchy, from which we then can assume that Keating proposes that 
everybody is working under one boss, the director. Thirdly, the exact 
same argument to deny film its respectability as an art form is used 
against the notion of cinematography as an expressive art, namely the 
commercial aspect of the film. Keating prefers to call the movement for 
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cinematography to be an expressive art as a romantic definition. Paisley 
Livingston (2011, p. 221) has provided us a broad definition of what 
authorship in the context of film studies might mean, “My proposal is 
that the term 'author' is best employed to classify artistic or expressive 
accomplishments in which someone exercises sufficient control in the 
production of an utterance or a work as a whole”. It thus seems that the 
core of our argument has to centre on the question of whether the 
cinematographer has sufficient control in producing an utterance. 
Cinematographers claim that they create storytelling images. Or in 
other words, is cinematography capable of evoking the discourse of the 
visual? We argue that the visual expresses and narrates; the 
cinematographer is not a technician. Consigning the cinematographer’s 
role to that of a technician, naming her/him the executor of the 
director’s will and vision has an implication beyond film theory. 
A second aspect of concern to cinematographers worldwide is 
how to retain authority of the image and be recognised as a co-author. 
This discussion about co-authorship has financial implications too. 
IMAGO, the European Federation of Cinematographers, has been 
struggling for authorship recognition for cinematographers since its 
foundation in 1992. Without wanting to go into the legal fine print, 
which differs from country to country and is very complex, it is 
interesting to note what the framework to identify a co-author is 
according to IMAGO’s lawyer in legal terms. 
Once having verified the character of the film as work we have to 
value the creative contribution of the DP as co-authorship. The 
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co-authorship can only be denied, if the contribution of the Co-
author has the character of a mere skill, technical contribution, 
subordinated completely to the instructions of the director. 
(Busch, 2004)  
This notion of co-authorship for cinematographers connected to 
authors’ rights is an important idea and there is a need to take on a 
more strategic focus on co-authorship because of the consequences it 
has for the status and contracts of the cinematographer in a film 
production. In 2016, a victory in relation to authorship was announced 
on IMAGO’s website. In an article titled The Lonely Passion of Jost 
Vacano, BVK, ASC it states: 
One man’s struggle for justice came to a conclusion in Munich 
recently when cinematographer Jost Vacano BVK, ASC achieved 
a landmark decision which has important ramifications for 
cinematographers everywhere. He was awarded half a million 
euros in compensation against the Producers and Distributor of 
his 1982 Oscar nominated film series «Das Boot», plus a 2.25 per 
cent share in all future earnings. (IMAGO, 2016) 
This is a good example of the real-world ramifications of the 
status of co-authorship. Vacano battled authorship rights for his work 
on Das boot (1981) for 11 years. IMAGO celebrates not only the 
personal justice for Vacano, but it indicates that “The Supreme Court 
judgement is a massive step forward; it recognizes the cinematographer 
as an ‘author’” (IMAGO, 2016). It goes beyond recognition and honour; 
The	Emotions	of	a	Lens	
	 295	
it means obtaining authorship rights for the images created. It 
demonstrates that the struggle for authorship rights is possible to win 
and is not totally in vain. However, an explication of the legal 
consequences of calling a cinematographer an author rather than a 
craftsman is not within this paper’s purview because laws differ from 
country to country, which complicates the issue enormously. Here it is 
sufficient to say that claiming authorship rather than craftsmanship on a 
film entails very real and substantial consequences in some countries. 
In this paper, we rather point out that the basis for granting the 
cinematographer a co-authorship should be on the utterance of the story, 
their influence on the visual storytelling. 
8.3 Methodology	
Christine Cornea (2008, p. 118) states that for several practical 
reasons academics tend not to use primary sources, even less interview 
filmmakers. “In film studies qualitative research, the use of the 
interview has usually been confined to examinations of audiences”. Of 
course, some scholars will conduct interviews themselves if they have 
access to the source. Some obstacles, such as the stardom of the 
subjects, directors, actors and so on might complicate the work of 
questioning the research subject. However, Cornea (2008, p. 118) 
points to the advantages to be gained if scholars want to represent the 
unrepresented, they can ask precisely what they want to know directly 
to the filmmakers. For this paper, another advantage of interviewing 
high-profile cinematographers is that answers and time were generously 
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given. Cinematographers in general always think and talk about their 
work within a crew, thus their opinions are clearly formulated and 
provide an excellent primary source. Also, they were very candid and 
did not seem to worry how their views might be received.  
Methodologically speaking, this approach helps to bridge the gap of 
understanding between academia and industry, or as Cornea (2008, p. 
121) explains: “My own view is that the distance between practice and 
theory, between the industry and academia, is all too tidy, and as such 
ghettoizes academia in a way that is not useful to research.” We aim to 
help reduce that distance. 
This study draws on semi-structured interviews with prominent 
cinematographers at two events: The International Cinematography 
Summit Conference (ICSC) 2011 in Los Angeles, and the 2012 Annual 
meeting of IMAGO during the CamerImage film festival in Bydgoszcz, 
Poland. Interviewees included John Bailey, Giora Bejach, Peter 
Brugman, Caroline Champetier, Rémy Chevrin, Frederic Goodich, 
Eduard Grau, Denis Lenoir, Philippe Ros, Ivan Tonev, Owen Roizman, 
Jacek Laskus, Daniele Nannuzzi, Michael Neubauer, Yuri Neyman, 
Theo Van de Sande, Herman Verschuur, Jan Weincke, Haskell Wexler 
and Vilmos Zsigmond. The interviewees were mainly Western 
cinematographers with roots in either the Hollywood movie business or 
the European independent movie industry and its affiliates. The voices 
of cinematographers from the rest of the world are not represented. The 
interviews were recorded and the footage later transcribed, the text was 
qualitatively analysed for opinions and thoughts regarding their roles 
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and work as cinematographers. All participants were specifically asked 
to express their views about the same general themes, namely whether 
cinematography is an expressive art or a craft, whether 
cinematographers are co-authors and what is the significance of their 
filmic tools. All transcribed interviews were read through to get a 
general sense of the overall meaning of the information provided. This 
text was pored over in-depth, resulting in the identification of relevant 
opinions in regard to the themes. The data were categorized and 
evaluated according their themes. The purpose of this qualitative 
research is to reach an interpretation of the results according the 
broader underlying inquiry of whether cinematography consists of 
visual storytelling according to film professionals. The opportunity to 
explore the ideas and opinions on the topic of visual storytelling and 
co-authorship with prominent cinematographers gave us rich 
information with which to explore the three themes we identified earlier.  
8.4 The	cinematographic	discourse	
This research aims to underline the importance of 
cinematography as a visual storytelling art and thus its participation in 
co-writing the film. According to Storaro, the cinematographer of many 
successful films including Apocalypse Now, The Last Emperor, Last 
Tango in Paris and many more: 
Cinema is a language of image, which is completed at all times 
by words and music. It is held up on those three legs. When 
people tell me, I am a painter of light, I say that I am not, because 
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a painter expresses himself in just one single image, likewise a 
photographer. A cinematographer has to design and write a story, 
starting at the beginning, through the evolution to the end. That’s 
why I consider my profession as a writer of light. (Storaro in 
Goodridge & Grierson, 2012, p. 80) 
According to Michael Neubauer, the president of the German 
Cinematographers Society (BVK), cinematography is not the 
interpretation of a scenario but the creation of art. An author writes and 
a cinematographer films. The cinematographer does not interpret a 
scenario but creates the visual level of the film, a personal visual 
dimension. He explains: 
So, content (script) means much more than showing a certain 
actor doing a certain thing or a certain action. It is also the whole 
surrounding, the whole atmosphere, the texture, the look, all this; 
especially the lighting—this is one of the king’s discipline in 
cinematography. Setting up the light, structuring the room, giving 
dimensions and showing depth and things like that. So, I think the 
content of a cinema movie or even documentary is very much 
created by the visual dimension. (Neubauer, interview, 
IMAGO2511201244) 
Most of the cinematographers spoken to regard themselves as 
important collaborators, but do not necessarily agree that they are ‘co-





and production differences between European and American film 
practice, it can also be attributed to the widespread acceptance of the 
auteur theory in media studies and film studies. As pointed out by 
Cowan (2012b, p. 77), the director as single author has remained the 
bedrock of mainstream film theory. However, opinions differ in the 
United States, Europe and in the former Eastern-bloc countries. John 
Bailey believes that the auteur theory has nothing to do with the 
American approach: 
But that [auteur theory] has no relevance in American cinema, I 
mean, our filmmaking always has been, and always will be a 
collaborative experience of many talented people, sometimes it is 
more collaborative and sometimes it is less, right now we are in a 
period where the cinematographer is experiencing a lot of 
challenges to what will and should be his and her primacy and 
control sphere, that is happening. That does not mean that I 
consider myself a technician at all. Cinematographers are not 
technicians. (Bailey, interview, ICSC55201145) 
In other words, Bailey, who shot American Gigolo, Groundhog 
Day, As Good as It Gets and won the Golden Frog at the Camerimage 
Festival for the best cinematography for the film Forever mine, does 
not buy the concept of authorship because it suggests a solo approach; 
where the cinematographer completes only the technical side of 





confined to only a technical role. A different point of view is expressed 
by Vilmos Zsigmond, who shot the science fiction movie Close 
Encounters of the Third Kind, for which Zsigmond earned an Oscar. He 
sees the cinematographer as an author — a co-author to be more precise 
— to the same degree as a screenwriter, a production designer, an 
editor, an actor, and composer might be as well. “We may be the 
director of lighting and colours, but we are nowhere without actors or 
designers. We are thus a co-author” (Zsigmond, interview, 
ICSC55201146). Michael Neubauer indirectly underlines the difference 
between the American studio system and the rest of the world. 
Neubauer underpins his opinion that a cinematographer should be 
called a ‘co-author’ by describing the practice in Germany where he 
works: 
In Germany, there is a strong copyright law, which states that 
anyone who contributes to a creative process is considered a co-
author. Therefore, a cinematographer is, on that basis, a co-author. 
It’s as simple as that. The problem arises when money is involved, 
which of the co-authors gets paid how much for his work. 
(Neubauer, interview, IMAGO2511201247) 
Jan Weincke sees himself as the co-author, not one of the many 
others who contribute to a film. He considers himself to be the right 






in mind, what he tried to describe and when he sees the result, he sees 
exactly what he meant”. (Weincke, interview, IMAGO2511201248) 
The discussion on whether cinematography is an art or a craft is 
in line with the discussion about authorship. Of all the 
cinematographers considered here, Denis Lenoir is one who denies 
most definitely that he is an artist. Only a few people can be called 
artists, and a lot of directors are not artists. “I do my work as any other 
who builds a house or makes a chair. I have an awful lot of fun doing 
my work and I think that sometimes it is possible to make art with film. 
But making a film does not make you an artist” (Lenoir, interview, 
ICSC552011 49 ). Frederic Goodich, who also considers a 
cinematographer a craftsman, further expanded the point made by 
Lenoir by pointing out that a director may choose a certain 
cinematographer because of his/her sensitivity to movement or lighting. 
Goodich (interview, ICSC55201150) calls this ‘the mystery’, because 
that ‘feeling’ for the profession is the art of knowing how to express 
yourself, how to transfer an emotion. Edward Grau highlights the 
middle ground. 
I think cinematographers can be seen somewhere between 
professionals and artists. They are not this, nor that. We need 







they are good at what they do as well. Other directors of 
photography have no idea of technique and are more artistic and 
they are good too. It’s a combination of both. (Grau, interview, 
IMAGO2511201251) 
Philipe Ros (interview, IMAGO2511201252) agreed with Grau 
and thought there is no contradiction in being both. Also, because one 
works in a team and does not create an image alone, he finds the title 
‘director of imaging’ more appropriate than ‘director of photography’. 
Despite his opinion about authorship, Bailey noted the connection 
between craft and art: “You do not use all those tools just to use them, 
they are at service of what you are creating. It’s like a painter who uses 
different types of paint and brushes in addition to technique to put the 
paint on the canvas in a certain way” (interview, ICSC55201153). Yuri 
Neyman differed: “The cinematographer doesn’t tell a story, he 
illustrates it. Screenwriters write the stories and the director interprets. 
The cinematographer creates a visual alphabet, an alphabet that 
constantly evolves. It is the biggest challenge for a cinematographer — 
feeling and learning the current visual language. There are no strict 
rules; it is universal and local, difficult to grasp, and, at the same time, 








Because of the choices that must be made, filmmaking is not 
only a craft, so cinematographers are not only technicians. This is a 
controversial conclusion. Some directors and producers will nuance this, 
as they believe that the cinematographer serves the producer and the 
director, the story and the script. We should then ask how could the 
cinematographer’s work be compared with that of a music composer in 
a film? The music composer also receives the assignment but is 
considered the artist, composer and author of his/her music. For Haskel 
Wexler, the aim of most cinematographers is simply to create 
storytelling images and be recognized: 
The emphasis on the tools of the cinematographer is very strong. 
We have all kinds of marvellous tools, mostly what we can afford. 
We had to learn how to use them. There are new things all the 
time so there is a lot of emphasis on using them. But it has to fit 
the project and it has to fit what you want to communicate. These 
instruments are instruments of communication, of storytelling and 
images. So, who gets credit for what is an important question in 
the commercial world and should not be ignored but it is not the 
critical question. (Wexler, interview, ICSC55201155) 
It seems that the critical question is whether cinematographers 
are making art as artists or as craftsmen possessing a certain expertise 





If we fail to redefine our special role as artists with technological 
tools we will forever lose our place as visual artists. Our 
greatness, our emotionally moving images created from the soul 
and heart of the individual artist is at stake. Our history will be 
gone forever. This is the way all art is created. People need to 
understand this. We need to educate those who don’t know the 
difference. We need to show them the difference. And we need to 
show our future, our perspectives – that no matter what 
technology we are using, the art of making pictures, not a tool, 
defines our profession. (Neyman, interview, ICSC552011) 
Most cinematographers believe that using, for example, a 
particular lens lends a certain cinematic reality. It affects perspective, 
depth, and composition, and as stated above, the cinematic space. These 
are technical decisions arrived at by an artistic choice whose intent is to 
honour the film’s specific world. The critical question is whether or not 
different lenses, for example, give different meanings to a movie. Or as 
Patrick Payen (201256) asked, “Comment différencier le fond et la 
forme?” [How can we differentiate the content from the form?]. 
Weincke (interview, IMAGO2511201257) thinks that the scene being 
shot dictates which lenses ought to be used, while Grau explained his 






I use lenses as a narrative means. For one scene, one particular 
lens, and so on. I try to be consistent and firmly believe that the 
viewer notices it. I determine the distance up to the actor and I 
want the audience to feel exactly that; and that is the motivation 
in my choice for a particular lens. (Grau, interview, 
IMAGO2511201258) 
Ros’s motivation is similar, but he mentioned the frame as well 
and what one does and does not want to include. According to Ros, the 
lens is essential in creating a relationship between the camera and the 
person being filmed. Furthermore, there is no ‘bad’ depth, only bad 
choices. A fantastic lens with wonderful possibilities does not make 
you a good cinematographer nor will the movie that you are shooting 
necessarily be good. Neyman expressed this strongly when he said: 
Lenses are tools, instruments to make a movie. Of course, I often 
hear people say: “Such and such a film is made with such and 
such a camera or lens”. But who cares if we watch Citizen Kane, 
for example, what lens Toland used! I always tell my students 
how much material that movie was made with: with 24 items. 
Nowadays we have listings of five pages of equipment but there 
is no Citizen Kane. What matters is why and how you have used 






Remi Chevrin  makes it very personal. He believes that he films 
the way he sees the world: “You can see your own life with a wide lens 
or with a long one” (interview, IMAGO2511201260). This is the way he 
works. He presents these choices to the director. The choice of a certain 
lens can be compared to choosing a particular pencil when making a 
drawing. And to draw a parallel, cinematographers manipulate the 
audience through their choices. They are guiding the audience’s eyes 
through the visual landscape in front of them, making them understand 
and experience the story. Chevrin added that by choosing a particular 
lens, a camera position, or a close up, cinematographers are more than 
technicians. “It feels like translating one’s words or feelings into 
emotions, through all these different tools.” (Chevrin, interview, 
IMAGO25112012) Or as Zoran Hochstätter, known for his work on 
The Return of Swamp Thing, Revenge of the Nerds III: The Next 
Generation (1992) and Not of This Earth (1988) wrote to the other 
cinematographers that in view of the ‘tsunami’ of technological 
developments, it was important to talk about preserving the job of 
cinematographer. He described how producers, directors, and sponsors 
forget about the language of film even though it is used each time a 
camera is turned on. 
We need our (technical) tools and we need to know them to be 
able to make our decisions and that is creativity, that’s authorship. 
All that (and more) we learned in the first year of the film school 





We are . . . So, let’s remind ourselves of what we do. (Hochstätter, 
email exchange, 201161) 
8.5 Conclusion	
This examination of the cinematographer’s role and influence in 
the storytelling aspect of the film image was necessary because the 
filmmaking enterprise is so complicated, and because research about 
the role of the cinematographer role is scant. These findings add to the 
literature and shed light on that role. Together we can state that the 
cinematographers think of their work as visual storytelling, an 
expressive medium, and the utterance of meaning. The common 
perception that s/he is a technician, whose task it is to indulge in a 
flamboyant display of technique, is obviously flawed. The interviews 
highlighted that a large majority of cinematographers believe 
themselves to be co-authors of the film. In some countries, 
cinematographers have a co-authorship status by law. At the same time, 
a lot of credit has been given to the other collaborators on the film set, 
notably the director, the art director, the producer, and at the end of the 
line, the audience. Such duality and diversity in film practice and law 
may frustrate researchers and analysts, but it also brought forth strong 
beliefs about the art of filmmaking. Cinematographers make images not 
to please or embellish, but to use technology and their expertise to 





Cinematographers often disagree with each other, and the kaleidoscope 
of opinions can sometimes be overwhelming. But one thing they all 
share is their passion about the importance of their role in creating the 
cinematographic discourse. We agree with the following collective 
statement that was issued after the conference ICSC at the clubhouse of 
the ASC in 2011: 
Cinematographers must continue the development of our craft as 
an art form, and at all levels promote the highest standards of 
visual storytelling within the creative communities. Our vision is 
to foster and encourage dialogue between all societies, 
Governments, Ministers of Culture, manufacturers, producers and 
directors to further nurture and protect the visual integrity of the 
final product. We, as cinematographers, are the custodians of the 
image. This is our heritage and our responsibility. (ICSC, 2011)  
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The main achievement of this study lies in the exploration and 
discussion of a mostly ignored but very important aspect of a narrative 
film, its lifeblood: cinematography. We have argued that the 
cinematographic expression articulates the cinematographic discourse. 
That statement underpins the theoretical section that has been the basis 
of this field of inquiry. The complex nature of film production and the 
role of the cinematographer in it demanded a multiple approach to the 
problem and to the questions posed. The overall question—does the 
cinematographer create storytelling images? —is partly answered. 
Cinematography can be understood as writing with images. The 
different research approaches were accommodated by rephrasing the 
question according to the particular methodology being employed. 
Additionally, we looked into the role of a cinematographer to 
argue that narrative film is a collaborative medium despite the current 
view that the director is the author of the film. Maltin explains that this 
tradition of regarding the director as the sole author helped to ensure 
that the artistic contributions of other team members would be ignored. 
“The auteur theory had opponents as well as adherents, but the results 
of its popularity hurt everyone. Many film critics and writers became so 
immersed in the work of the director that they dismissed the 
contributions of everyone else connecting with filmmaking” (Maltin, 
1971, p. 7). Of course the auteur theory is not the only critical approach 
used in film studies (Lapsley & Westlake, 2006). However, 
Conclusion	
	 	 	
cinematography has been neglected in film theory (Cowan, 2012a). In 
part this absence of research into cinematography has to do with the 
scientific illiteracy in filmmaking of most of those who established the 
research field of film studies (R. Dyer, 2000, p. 2). We demonstrated 
that cinematographers and cinematography could be seen as worthy 
subjects for film studies. 
This is the first study to give a theoretically-based insight into 
the perception of cinematography, making it a novel addition to 
conventional film studies. During this dissertation, a theoretical 
framework for researching cinematography was developed. It provides 
a precise terminology for naming the visual aspects of fiction films and 
should result in a useful basis for discussing the significance of the 
visual narrative on the viewer. We can now provide a language that 
allows us to talk with intellectual rigour about the resulting shots, films, 
styles and thus the visual elements that make up the film form. 
Additionally, the work of a great number of cinematographers who 
have been, until today, dismissed and unstudied, can be analysed. The 
lives of cinematographers and their works will generate deep insights 
into the communication of moving images, visual storytelling. It 
demonstrates that the visual narrative construct of a shot of a film was 
already there in nascent form at the beginnings of cinema. It also 
allowed us to outline the role of cinematographers as modern inter-
collaborative artists and scientists during the 20th century. This 
scholarly knowledge, together with the analytic terms coined, will be 
very useful in the education of aspiring filmmakers. Additionally, the 
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development and conduct of the experiments described in case studies 3 
and 4 not only gave us an empirical ground to test the theory developed 
in Chapter 3 but also delivered a sound methodological approach that 
can be used as a model for further research. The new knowledge can be 
applied by cinematographers’ societies in regard to the role of the 
cinematographer and consists of identifying the cinematographer as the 
co-author of the collaborative art form that is film. 
Overall, the main fact demonstrated and tested is that the 
cinematographic discourse is an important aspect of narrative film, for 
the stories that humans tell visually; its cinematographic expression. To 
explore this theoretically we built three models that each define the 
overlapping elements of the visual narration of a film. With the first 
model, we defined the visual narrative construct of a shot, the visual 
meaning and its perception. The second model theorises the visual 
narration. Thirdly, we built a theory on the significance of spatial cues 
and viewpoint on the film participation with the third model, the 
cinematographic discourse. We showed that the three dimensions of 
cinematographic expression are a combination of filmic technique and 
content of the script that results in the cinematographic discourse, in the 
telling of the story visually. The viewer then can engage with the film 
and the characters because of the conversation held through the 
cinematographic discourse. 
In the first theoretical model on cinematography we examined 
its causal relationship with filmic technique. We first explored the dual 
system of meaning of a film, namely the cognitive and the sensory. 
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From there we focussed on the unit of dramatic expression, the shot, 
and explored how the fundamentals of a film shot are the dynamisation 
of space and the spatiality of time. The basic properties are thus space 
and time in the shot, and because the images are moving, these space 
and time units have a dynamic nature. This results in the expressiveness 
of cinematography through changing form and content. The job of the 
cinematographer can be thought of as that of a visual psychiatrist, 
moving the viewer in the dark. S/he creates spaces that characters and 
events that are enfolded in a cinematic space that the viewer can inhabit 
from a specific evolving viewpoint. A cinematographer wields tools to 
create that space for each shot, using an extensive toolbox that 
comprises lights, cameras, lenses, dollies, cranes, and so on. All other 
elements of a film set, such as actors, costume, make-up and the film 
location with its props and furniture, are lined up in front of the camera 
to compose the shot that tells a part of the story. We looked more 
closely into selected filmic tools; namely focal length, focus distance 
and depth of field. We explained how the properties of a lens are used 
to give the shot its texture. The focal length alters the perspective of the 
space, how the elements of a shot are seen situated in relationship with 
each other and what their spatial relationship is. The focus distance 
sharpens the elements of the shot, so certain parts can be in or out of 
focus or can come into focus during the shot. The focus distance is a 
powerful tool for spatialising time in a movie; it renders the film set 
into perceptual time slots. While film projected onto a screen is in 
essence flat, the audience does not perceive it as flat. The depth of field 
determines the size of the cinematic space in focus. This helps the 
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viewer to translate a two-dimensional image into three-dimensional 
space in the mind. This three-dimensional illusion is achieved partly 
because of the sizes of the objects and how they are placed in 
relationship to each other and which elements fall together in the depth 
of field. 
This exploration into filmic tools demonstrated that they are 
causal to the cinematographic differentials. Together with all the other 
tools used on the film set they differentiate attention, frame and 
cinematic space. We showed that the invisible filmic tools make the 
meaning visible and enable the viewer to see the story through the 
images. This led to an investigation of how attention is crucial for 
combining the information of the two pathways of information in the 
brain, the what and the where pathways. The link between the human 
brain and how humans make sense of what they perceive provides us 
an opportunity to demonstrate how the attention of the viewer is 
manipulated by the use of filmic tools. The messages that arrive in the 
cortex after perception are organized and forwarded into different 
pathways to come together through attention. To make sense of the 
information, people scan quickly to find crucial factors and then pay 
attention to certain stimuli. We have seen that the eye is guided to 
discover and experience the moving images in analogy of how the real 
world is experienced and understood. Thus, the attention of the viewer 
is manipulated. 
Further, we showed that the frame of a shot does not end at its 
border but continues in the viewer’s mind. In principle, what is out of 
Conclusion	
	 	 	
the frame cannot be perceived but the suggestion of a space is enough 
for the viewer to enter the diegetic world. The viewer perceives in the 
mind what is outside of the frame, in the dark of the cinema theatre. 
There is a fictional world outside the frame in the spectator’s mind. The 
creative brain makes up an invisible world and combines it with the 
visible world. The tools also create the cinematic space and its 
viewpoint for each shot. That involves how the real space on the film 
set is seen by the cinematographer and translated into a cinematic space 
on the screen. The result will be a two-dimensional projection of a 
space on the screen that feels three-dimensional and gives spatial cues 
to the viewer from the viewer’s viewpoint. The cinematic space will 
visualize what is where, but it will also orient the viewer in that space. 
The action line and the eye-line indicate the positions, and importantly 
the movement, of those positions. By these means, spatial cues can be 
felt. The shots built with filmic tools are thus discontinuous in spatial 
expression but continuous in the expressiveness of the film experience. 
We explained how the cinematographic differentials combined to give 
rise to the visual narrative constructs of a shot. They are brought 
together during the edit, carrying narration and are built with filmic 
tools to carry meaning. These cinematographic differentials are the 
fundamentals of the visual narrative construct. They make up the visual 
narrative construct of a shot that in edit will carry visually a part of the 
narrative of the movie. The sequence of the narrative constructs of the 
shots relates to the psychology of the narrative. 
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With the second theoretical model, we defined the visual 
narration of fiction film; how we need to differentiate between the 
dramatic action of the film script and the visual drama of the shots. 
There are two layers of meaning: one is through the content and the 
action of the story and the other is through the guidance of the eye, how 
the viewer sees the story, the cinematographic discourse. In addition to 
understanding the perception of visual narration, we can analyse the 
visual narrative construct and specifically the cinematic space and its 
viewpoint of each shot. It carries the range of knowledge of the story, 
the content of what is where and the range of objectivity and 
subjectivity of the narration. The visual narrative construct then uses 
the viewpoint to indicate the position of the viewer in relation to the 
action, in order to focalise the viewer. The shot is indeed not a brick but 
a moving montage cell if you wish, with both temporal and spatial 
continuity of the narrative. During edit the four categories of continuity: 
content, position, movement and time, come together, linking visual 
narrative constructs of the shots and revealing the meaning. The 
interaction of the shots signifies a conscious experience through content 
and position changing in time. The cinematic space is related to the 
content: what is where, and its viewpoint expresses the position of the 
characters in relationship to the viewer: from where. The interaction of 
the visual narrative construct shots (what is where and seen from where) 
results then in psychological guidance of the viewer about the 
happenings in the fictional world. The spectator wanders from one 
narrative space to another at a certain speed, fluctuating with the 
narrative’s twists and turns, taking different positions and perceiving 
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different spaces. As explained, the visual narrative construct shows 
what and where in the cinematic space and the from where through the 
viewpoint becomes dynamic: how is what, where and when. We 
explored how these concepts relate to each other and activate the 
narrative flow, the temporal and spatial continuity of the visual 
experience that is cinema. Furthermore, an investigation into the 
viewer’s perception and the film experience was called for. Our second 
theoretical model defined that the visual narrative construct embodies 
the viewer and allows for the intersubjectivity of the viewer with the 
elements of the fiction film. It was argued that the three viewers’ modes 
of embodiment are perceived through the cinematic space: firstly, 
because the viewer is in a place (being in). Secondly, because the 
viewpoint positions the viewer from a certain perspective (viewing). 
Thirdly, because of the internal time of the shots and their changing 
positions and the edit into a sequence of shots (moving). Together this 
dynamic visual construct of being, viewing and moving results in an 
incarnate viewer communicating with the film body. Thus the 
“becoming”, that enables the perception of additional meaning and 
emotional involvement because of the visual narrative construct of the 
shots. This allows the viewer to build relationships with the characters 
and their world, an interaction between the film body and the viewer’s 
body. The embodiment of the viewer succeeds in the active 
involvement of the film experience and is defined by a relationship 
with the events of the story. The film experience relates then to real 
world experience. The third theoretical model defines the viewpoint 
and the spatial cues of the film experience. To state that the viewer and 
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the film body are both incarnate allowed us to construct our third 
theoretical model that indicates that certain spatial cues can be 
experienced as in real life. In analogy with the literary voice we 
demonstrated that the viewpoint can be named first, second or third 
viewpoint depending on the position of the viewer in relation to the 
action line and the eye-line. This facilitates the building of relationships 
with the characters and the events of the story. Based on the studies on 
space using proxemics theory, we have then identified the spatial range 
that humans can experience, from intimate space to public space. These 
spatial cues speak—a wordless communication. The two components 
of visual art, empathy and perception, make connections between the 
viewer and the diegetic world in the fiction film. That exchange 
between the film body and the viewer can construct virtual involvement 
with the characters and the content of the film. The application of the 
coined analytic terminology: the cinematic space ranging from intimate 
to public and the viewpoint ranging from objective to subjective, 
enables the analysis of the visual narrative construct of the shots 
individually, and how the movement from one shot to another creates a 
spatial temporal dimension that narrates. This leads us to understand 
how the creation of the visual diegetic world, that the viewer enters, is a 
cinematic space where the spatial cues are lived as the action unfolds. 
The viewer participates in the film’s narrative. We have thus argued 





To recapitulate, the above knowledge acquired in the theoretical 
field allowed the development of a terminology to be used during the 
study of filmmaking. Our research is significant to valorise the 
narrative significance of cinematography on a fiction film and its effect 
on the film experience. We have shown that in film studies a focus 
should also be on the visual narrative, the communication without 
words. Cinematography can now be understood as writing with images, 
that also expresses, and is not just about capturing the image on the set. 
The focus can be on how it is told in addition to what is being told. We 
demonstrated that regardless of the complexity of a film production, 
visual narration can be understood, named and analysed. The concepts 
described and the models developed are very useful in enabling a better 
understanding of the cinematographic discourse. 
In addition to the new analytic terms coined, this study has 
highlighted the historic role of the cinematographer in film productions. 
The hitherto mostly dismissed achievements of many interdisciplinary 
artists who were instrumental for the development of the cinematic art 
during the 20th century have been very roughly outlined. Clearly, in 
order to be able to communicate, write and teach about the 
achievements of cinematographers, the information has to be collected, 
organized and spread by scholars. The great cinematographers of the 
past have to be brought out into the light as worthwhile subjects of 
study. For example, it would be worthwhile to study the work of 
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Vilmos Zsigmund, who has shot 97 feature films as a cinematographer, 
including: The Black Dahlia (2006) nominated for the Oscar for Best 
Achievement in Cinematography for the films, The River (1984), The 
Deer Hunter (1977) and Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1976). 
There are numerous research opportunities ahead. 
Case study 5 of this dissertation reflects debates in film 
communities all over the world: whether cinematography is an art or a 
craft, whether cinematographers are co-authors or technical 
collaborators, and what the power of cinematography brings to a film. 
The aim was to use this research to better understand the practice of 
filmmaking, especially the role of the cinematographer in creating 
emotional meaning in visual images. The study links filmmaker and 
viewer, the one who creates and the one who perceives, the 
cinematographer and the movie critic, and the cinematographer and the 
public. To interview great, contemporary cinematographers was the 
methodology used for the investigation into the practice of 
cinematographers and their influence on film’s storytelling powers. The 
findings add to the literature and shed light on the cinematographer’s 
role; the argument that s/he is a technician is proven false. The 
interviews highlighted that a large majority of cinematographers 
believe themselves to be co-authors of the film. Cinematographers can 
have a kaleidoscope of opinions and it can sometimes be overwhelming. 
But one thing they all share is their passion about the importance of 
their role in creating the film experience. However, describing passion 
by itself does not suffice and we have mentioned before that a second 
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ambition lies behind the undertaking of the present study. The outcome 
and results shed light on the attributions of the work of 
cinematographers on the film set, now and in the past. Together, the 
theory, the history and the case study will give the cinematographers’ 
societies more ground to stand on and words with which to argue to 
retain the authorship of their images. The outcome of the present study 
might also help the cinematographers’ societies who are fighting to get 
authorship rights for cinematographers for the films they work on. It 
has definitely contributed to the current debate and we hope it gives 
fuel and arguments to help to win the struggle by the societies in regard 
to authorship. 
Another line of inquiry was to experiment. To measure the 
effect of the cinematographic discourse on the film experience we 
developed an experiment to establish, scientifically, how the choice of 
the focal length of a shot alters the meaning of that shot. First a pilot 
case (study 2) was conducted solely to develop a methodology through 
which we could seek to understand the impact of filmic tools on the 
perception and the interaction of the viewer with the moving images. 
The divergence between reality and representation was looked at 
closely from the creator’s side and from the spectators’ end. We aimed 
to be able to shine a light on the usage of lenses by cinematographers 
and its role on the resulting cinematographic discourse. We were able 
to design the experiment based on the theory developed in Chapter 3 
that gave us a theoretical framework to work in. Film students, art 
directors, actors, cinematographers, editors and film directors all 
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collaborated to shoot the test films. The preproduction, the shoot and 
the post-production process all had very valuable contributions to this 
research on cinematography. The process that drove us to design the 
shots, shoot the films and conduct the survey contributes to knowledge 
of cinematographic expression. The experiment and its results, 
described in detail in Chapter 7, reveals that the creation of shots and 
their interaction with the viewer is a rich and complex phenomenon. 
Subsequently we altered the design for the next experiment (case study 
4) following the same path, from script to film clip to the film 
experience and with a better design for the whole experiment. Even 
though we did obtain the expected results from case study 4, 
confirming the theory, we want to emphasize here that the most 
significant contribution to the field is the establishment of a 
methodology that can also be applied to measure other filmic tools or 
other parts of the cinematographic discourse. It also reveals that the 
sometimes poetic descriptions used by cinematographers to describe 
their tools such as “the caress of the lens” or “the soul of the light” are 
based on measurable factors with a measurable outcome on the visual 
storytelling. This is a very novel approach, and to our knowledge no 
similar experiments have ever been conducted to research 
cinematography. The results will enrich the discussion and can create 
educational tools for media literacy. 
Clearly the study on cinematography and cinematographers 
needs to be expanded. A lot of work remains to be done. This is a first 
very small step in what hopefully will become a recognized area of 
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research in film studies. It is not only limited in the analysis of the 
filmic tools, it is also very limited in attention paid to specific 
cinematographers and their works. We hope that ultimately the time 
will come when cinematographers can be studied for their own merits: 
the art they produce and the science they advance, their collaboration in 
the cinematic art. Most of the primary sources came from 
cinematographers based and working in the western world. This leaves 
a huge terrain open to be explored and researched. Currently with the 
advent of digital tools, the spread and the use of moving images to 
communicate is expanding at a rapid pace. An understanding of how 
visual images narrate is essential knowledge for anyone who needs to 
get a message across. This applies to world leaders, academics and 
filmmakers alike. 
Limitations  
While we did state the limitations during the previous chapters, 
we highlight here the limitations of the overall study that we attempted 
to overcome. They are numerous, starting with the fact that the 
literature on this topic is extremely limited. The arguments and science 
used are mostly derived from primary sources, and an important 
resource was the experiential knowledge of cinematographers. These 
sources, found in published works and interviews with 
cinematographers conducted specifically for this thesis, do not provide 
a very broad basis for research. This situation required a creative and 
multi-faceted approach, which is exciting because it is new but might 
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make it very debatable. Further, the experiments and their methodology 
had to be built from scratch, based on the theory developed in this 
thesis, which again limits the area of discussion. Also, the theoretical 
research conducted on the filmic tools only described and took into 
account three of them. The tool bag of a cinematographer is much 
larger and the combinations give almost infinite possibilities. 
Additionally, in order to avoid the added complexity derived from the 
current digitalization of the film carrier, we have made 1999 the 
endpoint of our research field on cinematographers. Obviously that 
limits the focus on the contemporary role of the cinematographers. The 
idea of authorship is currently changing rapidly, as is the workflow of a 
film production. This affects the collaborative nature of a film shoot, 
and those changes have not been taken into account. The participation 
of the viewer in the film experience has been mentioned only briefly as 
the focus was on the filmic tools. That has restricted the field of 






A concluding reflexive note 
The present dissertation may sometimes seem to be rather 
unusual in the path taken. The findings might be debatable and the 
room for interpretation is wide. The research path taken has yielded 
theoretical models and empirical studies. The results and conclusions 
will continue to be debated, hopefully. Like its subject, the 
cinematography of a narrative film, the science derived from this thesis 
is very alive and in constant evolution. It was necessary to focus on 
cinematography and the role cinematographers play to create a magical 
place for the viewer to “become”. As Annette Kuhn (2005, p. 414) 
explains: “cinema in general is able to evoke the very structure of 
feeling, the experience, of such quests through their organization of 
space(s) and movement within the film frame”. Elaborating that it is 
not just about the content but that something larger is at stake, namely 
the capacity to evoke through distinctive “language” processes by 
means of which we become human beings. Unlike Kuhn I would 
however not conclude that this is the “secret” of cinephilia, but rather 
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